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Introduction 

In 2014, governments began international discussions on lethal autonomous weapons 

(LAWs). Since then, there have been major advances in the field of artificial intelligence (AI). 

In only a couple of years, AI systems have been able to surpass human abilities and have 

begun to be used in various different fields, such as medicine, finance, transportation, and 

other industries. One of the main fields in which there have been tremendous developments 

is military. 

The rapidly advancing field of AI has significant implications for the role of autonomy in 

weapon systems. Killing has been made more efficient with new technological developments, 

for example with the invention of the aircraft carriers, armored vehicles or nuclear weapons. It 

is widely believed that each of these technologies has contributed to a Revolution in Military 

Affairs (RMA), seeing they have changed the ways we wage war. Robotics and AI are being 

used more often in the battlefield, so they are viewed as a potentially new RMA, especially 

since we are moving towards more autonomous systems. More intelligent systems are 

capable of processing more information at a higher tempo in more complex environments. 

Certain tasks that machines or systems with AI performed poorly at (compared to humans) in 

2014, they can now reliably perform better than humans. This further complicates the debate 

on the autonomy of weapons. Because of the rapid advances in AI, different parties in the 

international discussions have contrasting perspectives on what is possible today and on 

their expectations of what is possible in the near future.  

This kind of weaponry, when developed sufficiently and used correctly, has the potential to 

gravely reduce both casualties and atrocities on the battle field. On the other hand, 

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) has clearly set up a framework to deal with such 

systems and, as of this moment, LAWs are still not completely in accordance with IHL and 
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because of the unclearness of the developments and expectations they cannot be used or 

deployed yet.  
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Definition of Key Terms 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
“Artificial intelligence is the field of study devoted to making machines intelligent.7 

Intelligence measures a system’s ability to determine the best course of action to 

achieve its goals in a wide range of environments.” - UNIDIR 

Lethal Autonomous Weapons (LAWs) 
Though states have not agreed on a definition of LAWS, the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC) has defined “autonomous weapon systems” as “[a]ny 

weapon system with autonomy in its critical functions—that is, a weapon system that 

can select (i.e. search for or detect, identify, track, select) and attack (i.e. use force 

against, neutralize, damage or destroy) targets without human intervention.” LAWs 

are also referred to as lethal autonomous weapon systems (LAWS), lethal 

autonomous robots (LAR), robotic weapons, or killer robots. 

Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) 
RMA is a military-theoretical hypothesis, about the future of warfare, often connected 

to technological and organizational developments in the militaries of all countries. 

International Humanitarian Law (IHL) 
International humanitarian law is the law that regulates the conduct of war in regard to human 

rights (jus in bello). It is the branch of international law that tries to limit the effects of 

armed conflict by protecting individuals who are not participating in hostile activities, 

and by restricting and regulating the ways we warfare is conducted available to 

combatants. 

Atrocity 
An atrocity, also known as war crime, is an act that constitutes a serious violation of the laws 

of war that gives rise to individual criminal responsibility. Examples of wilful killing, 

torture or inhuman treatment wilfully causing great suffering or serious, injury to body 

or health, extensive destruction or appropriation of property, not justified by military 

necessity and carried out unlawfully and wantonly, unlawful confinement, taking of 

hostages, as defined by customary IHL. 

Moratorium 
A moratorium is a temporary ban or prohibition of an activity.  
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General Overview 

Autonomy and intelligence 
Intelligence is a system’s ability to decide what steps it has to take to achieve its 

goals. Autonomy is the freedom and independence a system has in accomplishing its goals. 

More autonomy means more freedom, either in the form of performing more tasks, with less 

human interference, for longer periods, or in more complex situations. Intelligence and 

autonomy are different aspects of machines and systems. A highly intelligent system could 

have little autonomy. Artificial intelligence combines the possibility of granting both high 

intelligence and great autonomy. 

Autonomy and intelligence are related in that more intelligent systems are capable of 

deciding the best approach for more difficult tasks in more complex situations. This means 

that, in theory, more intelligent systems could be granted greater autonomy and would be 

able to successfully accomplish their goals. Systems with AI do not spontaneously become 

more autonomous, though. Humans determine whether to give machines more autonomy as 

they become more intelligent. 

 

Different levels of autonomy 
Robotic systems are now excessively used in the modern battlefield, providing 

intelligence gathering, surveillance, reconnaissance, target acquisition, designation and 

engagement capabilities. Limited autonomy is present or making its advances in many 

systems, such as the Phalanx system “capable of autonomously performing its own search, 

detect, evaluation, track, engage and kill assessment functions” , fire-and-forget munitions, 

loitering torpedoes, and intelligent antisubmarine or anti-tank mines among numerous other 

examples. 

Several distinctions are made when referring to the various level of autonomy a 

weapon has. A weapon can be “in the loop”, “on the loop” or “off the loop”. Being in the loop 

means that a human still has the authority and makes the choice whether an attack will be 

made; being on the loop means that a weapon can decide independently that something or 

someone is a target, but there is still the possibility that a human can override it; being off the 

loop means that the weapon decides to attack or not and no human interaction is needed. 

For example, a landmine can only react, not choose to attack, and is therefore not 

considered an autonomous weapon. A drone that identifies a truck, tracks it and sends a film 

back to a human, who has the power to decide to send a missile to destroy it or not, is also 
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not considered an autonomous weapon. If the drone is capable of identifying, tracking and 

carrying out an attack on the truck without reference to a human, it would be fully 

autonomous. No human would need to be in the loop. 

 

Results and consequences of the implementation of LAWs 
The implementation of LAWs would have its advantages and disadvantages. Many 

believe that autonomous systems are more effective on the battlefield than any human 

soldier ever could be. On the other hand, some argue that LAWs are not precise enough and 

will only exacerbate the amount of atrocities and civilian deaths. For both sides there are 

arguments to be made. 

Advantages 

Supporters of the use of LAWs say the autonomous systems have the ability to act 

conservatively. They have no need for self-preservation as a foremost drive, if at all 

and can truly assume risk on behalf of the non-combatant, which some soldiers have 

trouble with. Additionally, the use of robotics could eliminate the risks of reckless 

emotions on the battlefield. ‘Fear and hysteria are always latent in combat, often real, 

and they press us toward fearful measures and criminal behaviour’. LAWs do not 

have to suffer in such manner. Also, LAWS are capable of processing more 

information more effectively and are capable of deciding whether to respond with 

lethal force faster than a human ever possibly could. Lastly, it has proven to be a 

challenge to objectively monitor ethical behaviour on the battle field. LAWs have the 

potential to act as an independent referee on the battlefield, monitoring all parties. 

Disadvantages 

There is reasonable concern from specifically the scientific community about whether LAWs 

would violate IHL, especially the principle of distinction, which requires the ability to 

determine the difference between combatants and non-combatants, and the principle 

of proportionality, which requires that damage to civilians and non-combatants is 

proportional to the military aim. This concern is often used as the main reason to call 

for a ban on "killer robots" altogether. It is, however, it is improbable that this concern 

can be an argument against LAWs that do not violate IHL. 

It is also said that LAWs blur the boundaries of responsibility for a particular killing, but this is 

disputed because they could make it easier to record who gave which command. 
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International discussion 

There is no law that addresses LAWs specifically, but the International Court of Justice made 

clear in its 1996 Advisory Opinion on the Legality of the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons 

that international humanitarian law “[p]ermeates the entire law of armed conflict and applies 

to all forms of warfare and to all kinds of weapons, those of the past, those of the present and 

those of the future.” Therefore, the CCW is an appropriate forum in which states may try to 

change the legal framework on LAWS. 

In 2013, the CCW Meeting of State Parties decided that the Chairperson will convene in 

2014 an informal Meeting of Experts to discuss the questions concerning rapidly developing 

technologies in the field of LAWs. Another two informal Meetings of Experts were held in 

2015 and 2016. 

During the 2016 Fifth CCW Review Conference, High Contracting Parties decided to create a 

Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on LAWS to meet in 2017 with a mandate to assess 

questions related to the rapid developments. 

At the first GGE meeting in 2017, nearly all participants expressed concerns about LAWS. 

However, only twenty-two states have thus far expressed their willingness and desire to 

pre-emptively prohibit their development and deployment. As France and Germany 

suggested in their working paper, one of the ways that states could deal with the challenges 

posed by the potential development of LAWS would be to create a political declaration 

affirming state party desire to maintain human control with regard to lethal force. The EU, 

Belgium, Spain, and Switzerland indicated preliminary support for such a political declaration. 

Even so, the EU—in addition to Australia and Cambodia—prefer encouraging transparent 

national weapons reviews, that could in turn allow states to exchange information and best 

practices stemming from those reviews. 

At the sixth meeting of the GGE on LAWs on November 2018, there was strong convergence 

on the need to retain some form of human control over weapons systems and the use of 

force at the meeting yet states failed to agree on the best way to achieve this objective. 

A majority of states proposed commencing negotiations in 2019 on a new treaty to prevent 

the development and use of lethal autonomous weapons systems. Many states called for a 
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pre-emptive ban treaty, including Colombia, Iraq, Pakistan, Panama, a group of African 

states and the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) group of states. Austria, Brazil and Chile 

recommended a new CCW mandate “to negotiate a legally-binding instrument to ensure 

meaningful human control over the critical functions” of weapons systems. 

Some states suggested the CCW to focus on future discussions on other measures, such as 

a non-legally-binding political declaration proposed by France and Germany to elaborate on 

principles such as the necessity of human control in the use of force and the importance of 

human accountability and responsibility. 

A couple of states said that the talks on fully autonomous weapons should continue, but 

strongly opposed any work aimed at a new treaty, political declaration, or any other new 

measures to address the dangers posed by these weapons. Australia, Israel, Russia, South 

Korea, and the United States repeatedly expressed their desire to explore “advantages” or 

“benefits” of the development and implementation of LAWs. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR) 
The UNIDIR is an autonomous institute within the United Nations that conducts research on 

disarmament and security. The Geneva-based institute explores issues relating to the variety 

of existing and future armaments, as well as international diplomacy and local tensions and 

conflicts. Having worked with researchers, diplomats, government officials, NGOs and other 

institutions for the past three decades, UNIDIR acts as a liaison between the research 

community and governments. Their activities are funded by contributions from governments 

and foundations. 

Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) 
The Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons 

Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or to Have Indiscriminate Effects that 

covers landmines, booby traps, incendiary weapons, blinding laser weapons and clearance 

of explosive remnants of war. 

The CCW concluded at Geneva in October 1980 and entered into force in December 1983. 

The CCW was adopted in order to limit the use of weapons “considered to cause 

unnecessary or unjustifiable suffering to combatants or to affect civilians indiscriminately.” 

The CCW’s Protocols originally only applied to international armed conflicts, however in the 
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Second Review Conference in 2001, the CCW’s scope of application had been decided to be 

broadened to apply in non-international armed conflicts as well. 

Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on LAWs 
The GGE on LAWs, established by the CCW in 2016, has a mandate to assess questions 

related to the rapid developments of LAWs. 

ICRC  

“The work of the ICRC is based on the Geneva Conventions of 1949, their 

Additional Protocols, its Statutes – and those of the International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Movement – and the resolutions of the International Conferences of the 

Red Cross and Red Crescent. The ICRC is an independent, neutral organization 

ensuring humanitarian protection and assistance for victims of armed conflict and 

other situations of violence. It takes action in response to emergencies and at the 

same time promotes respect for international humanitarian law and its 

implementation in national law.” – ICRC 

In the area of LAWs, the ICRC offers great insights, research and reports. They are 

completely in favour of prohibiting the use of LAWs. 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

May 13-16, 2014 
informal Meeting of Experts to discuss the questions concerning 

rapidly developing technologies in the field of LAWs 

December 12-16, 

2016 

Fifth CCW Review Conference, High Contracting Parties decided to 

create a Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) on LAWS 

April 9-13, 2017 First GGE meeting on LAWs 

November 21-23, 

2018 
Most recent GGE meeting on LAWs 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Report of the Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, 

Christof Heyns 

(A/HRC/23/47) 
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● Report of the Group of Governmental Experts on emerging technologies in the area 

of Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems 

(CCW/GGE.1/2018/3) 

 

 

 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 
The possibility of LAWs has generated significant debate, especially about the risk of "killer 

robots" roaming the earth - in the near or far future. The group Campaign to Stop Killer 

Robots formed in 2013. In July 2015, over 1,000 experts in artificial intelligence signed a 

letter warning of the threat of an arms race in military artificial intelligence and calling for a 

ban on autonomous weapons. The letter was presented in Buenos Aires at the 24th 

International Joint Conference on Artificial Intelligence (IJCAI-15) and was co-signed by 

Stephen Hawking, Elon Musk, Steve Wozniak, Noam Chomsky, Skype co-founder Jaan 

Tallinn and Google DeepMind co-founder Demis Hassabis, among others. 

 

The Holy See has called for the international community to ban the use of LAWS on several 

occasions. In November of 2018, Archbishop Ivan Jurkovic, the permanent observer of the 

Holy See to the United Nations, stated that “In order to prevent an arms race and the 

increase of inequalities and instability, it is an imperative duty to act promptly: now is the time 

to prevent LAWS from becoming the reality of tomorrow’s warfare.” The Church worries that 

these weapons systems have the capability to irreversibly alter the nature of warfare, create 

detachment from human agency and put in question the humanity of societies. 

 

Possible Solutions 

The definition of “being autonomous" differs in most fields of study. In engineering it generally 

refers to a system’s ability to operate without human interference. In philosophy it is defined 

as an individual being morally independent. In political science it may refer to an area's 

capability of self-governing. The identification of a weapon as autonomous in terms of military 

weapon development is not as clear as in other areas. 

As a result, the composition of treaty between states requires a commonly accepted labeling 

of what exactly constitutes an autonomous weapon. 
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Under current IHL, these systems cannot be developed or used until they can demonstrate 

the capability of adequate distinction, proportionality, and shown that they do not produce 

unnecessary suffering, and must only be used given military necessity. Outside those bounds 

any individuals responsible should be held accountable for violations of International 

Humanitarian Law, whether they are scientists, industrialists, policymakers, commanders, or 

soldiers. 

As France and Germany suggested in their working paper at the CCW meeting in 2018, one 

of the ways that states could deal with the challenges posed by the potential development of 

LAWS would be to create a political declaration affirming state party desire to maintain 

human control with regard to lethal force. 

 

To initiate this process an international body should be established to monitor the situation 

and articulate the options for the longer term. The ongoing engagement of this body, or a 

successor, with the issues presented by LARs will be essential, in view of the constant 

evolution of technology and to ensure protection of the right to life – to prevent both individual 

cases of arbitrary deprivation of life as well as the devaluing of life on a wider scale. 

Some actions need to be taken immediately, while others can follow afterwards. If the 

experience with drones is an indication, it will be important to ensure that transparency, 

accountability and the rule of law are placed on the agenda from the start. Moratoria are 

needed to prevent steps from being taken that may be difficult to reverse later, while an 

inclusive process to decide how to approach this issue should occur simultaneously at the 

domestic, intra-State, and international levels. 

 

These challenges point to the continued need for an ongoing, robust discussion among 

States on the weaponization of increasingly autonomous technologies. Because of the 

complex legal, moral, ethical, and other issues raised by AI systems, policymakers are best 

served by a cross-disciplinary dialogue that includes scientists, engineers, military 

professionals, lawyers, ethicists, academics, members of civil society, and other voices. 

Including diverse perspectives in ongoing discussions surrounding lethal autonomous 

weapons can help ensure that militaries use emerging technologies in responsible ways. 
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I. Inspiration for clauses under section V: 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HRCouncil/RegularSession/Sess

ion23/A-HRC-23-47_en.pdf 
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