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Introduction to the Issue

Since the beginning of sci-fi genre in literature, robots taking over the earth and

exterminating humans have become a phobia in the shared consciousness of societies. The idea

of an existence that has the capabilities beyond human intelligence always evoked fear in

humanity. With the midst of the 20th century and beginning of the 21st century these fears could

become the very reality of the world. As famous computer scientist and mathematician Alan

Turing laid foundations for computers and intelligent machines, the studies on the area of

machine intelligence accelerated. During World War II, in addition to the inventions of Alan

Turing, U.S’s work on an automated anti-gun, thanks to the studies of Norbert Wiener on area of

cybernetics, had started to lay foundations for the recognition of machine intelligence, or

artificial intelligence, as the potential panacea and technology of the future. Furthermore, the

Dartmouth conference that was set in 1956 that hosted pioneers of AI, such as John McCarthy

and Marvin Minsky, has initiated the field of Artificial Intelligence. However, initial models of

artificial intelligence models did not really work well due to lack of computing power and data;

therefore, there came a period called AI-winter in which researchers have convinced themselves

that AI is not feasible in practice. However, in the beginning of 2000s, Geoffrey Hinton, Yoshua

Bengio, and Yann LeCunn, also known as godfathers of deep learning, have shown that AI could

work perfectly and outperform humans with their studies and the computing power that has

rapidly increased since 1956. Since the 2000s, AI is the most famous and revered technology in

the world, attracting millions’ attention, which has led many companies to implement AI

technologies to their companies, regardless of the scope of their businesses. As of 2016, AI could

outperform the world champions in strategy games, such as Go and chess. As each company,

institution and entity has followed this AI trend, so did the military.



Currently, countries that are technologically superior in artificial intelligence research

work on implementing these technologies to their military vehicles such as, unmanned air

vehicles (UAVs), submarines, and anti-aircraft systems. Even though some argue that with AI

methods, like object detection, more precise military operations can be done with nominal

collateral damage and civilian casualty, the idea of fully automated machines without any

meaningful human control invokes fear and worry as AI systems could inherit biases, which

could lead to systematic discrimination of certain people based on their gender, race and

nationality, and also an AI deciding on life-death situations is seen as an insult to dignity of

human beings, as the question of accountability arises from such cases. Moreover, AI systems

could also lead to wrong results; thereby, has the potential to cause deaths of civilians in an event

that it malfunctions. If such fully automated systems get into hands of terrorist organizations, as

such systems are capable of being cheaply mass produced, it could lead to destructive results.

Having algorithms decide on killing of a person is morally not acceptable as accountability of

such systems are not defined, and autonomous systems lack the human compassion and

judgement “to evaluate the proportionality of an attack, distinguish civilian from combatant, and

abide by other core principles of the laws of war” (Stopkillerrobots.com). Furthermore, leaving

autonomous weapon technology unregulated could lead to a new arms race that could stabilize

the global political order, and cause abhorrent consequences. Therefore, regulating, if possible,

banning of such weapons is crucial to preempt the future hazards of such technologies.

For the sake of analyzing the issue in context of this year’s SACMUN’s theme,

autonomous weapon systems has the potential to further aggravate the instabilities and

destabilizations in the near future as AI research is unpredictable and delegation of power to AI

over humans could pose threat to many minorities, civilians in conflict zones, and human rights.



Involved Countries & Organizations

United States of America:

The United States of America is one of the world’s biggest AI researcher hubs with the giant

technology companies it has in its market and the best research universities. The U.S is one of

the few countries that oppose the banning of lethal autonomous systems (future of life institute).

The US believes that LAWS  “can have military and humanitarian benefits”, and regards any

discussion of a treaty that would ban LAWS as “premature” and current international

humanitarian laws as sufficient ("Stopping Killer Robots Country Positions on Banning Fully

Autonomous Weapons and Retaining Human Control.") Furthermore, the US has already

weapons that have some level of autonomy such as Phalanx MK-15 Close in Weapons Systems

(CISW), and possess highly advanced UAVs such as RQ-4 Global Hawk and MQ-1C Gray Eagle

(Scharre). With its military R&Ds , The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA),

the US will continue to empower its political and military power via strengthening their military

force with autonomous weapon systems.

The Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW) & Group of Governmental

Experts (GGE):

At the Paris Peace Forum of 2018, Antonio Guterres, the Secretary-General of United Nations,

endorsed a ban on fully autonomous weapons, saying "For me there is a message that is very

clear – machines that have the power and the discretion to take human lives are politically

unacceptable, are morally repugnant, and should be banned by international

law"(Stopkillerrobots.com). “The purpose of the Convention is to ban or restrict the use of

specific types of weapons that are considered to cause unnecessary or unjustifiable suffering to

combatants or to affect civilians indiscriminately” ("Background on LAWS in the CCW.") . In

the past, CCW was successful in banning inhumane weapons that caused outrage as it was in the

case of blinding laser weapons that can cause permanent blindness, and the arguments made

against these weapons were same as the ones that are made against LAWS today, since they are

thought to be as violating human dignity and Martens clause ("NEW WEAPONS, PROVEN



PRECEDENT.").  Furthermore, since 2014, CCW convenes a group of experts to discuss the

questions that are related to the lethal autonomous weapons systems, and in 2019, upon the

recommendation of GGE 2019, CCW adopted 11 guiding principles on the issue of banning

lethal autonomous weapons (LAWS) ("Background on LAWS in the CCW."). CCW can be one

of the global mediums in which countries can convene and reach a consensus on the state of

lethal autonomous systems, just as it was done in banning blinding laser technologies.

Russian Federation:

President of Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin has stated that whoever leads the artificial

intelligence “will be the ruler of the world” ("Putin: Leader in artificial intelligence will rule

world."). Russia has also made artificial intelligence and robotics a top defense priority with

President Putin encouraging entrepreneurs and youth constantly to study these fields ("Stopping

Killer Robots Country Positions on Banning Fully Autonomous Weapons and Retaining Human

Control."). Russia is also opposing the UN's intentions to ban lethal autonomous weapons.

Russia’s arguments are not so different from the USA’s as they also believe the current

regulations will suffice.

The Campaign to Stop Killer Robots:

Since 2013, this campaign is proactive in promoting the ban against lethal autonomous weapons,

and many times has worked cooperatively with both the UN and NGOs. It consists of many

academics who are experts in fields ranging from robotics to law. They worked closely with

different institutions to set and propose a framework for banning LAWS.

Israel:

Israel rejects any talk or negotiation on forming a new international treaty that would ban lethal

autonomous weapons ("Stopping Killer Robots Country Positions on Banning Fully

Autonomous Weapons and Retaining Human Control."). As a leader in UAV and missile defense

systems, Israel is working on developing its own fully autonomous weapons. Israel’s perspective

is also closely related with USA’s and Russia’s, and advises “to keep ‘an open mind regarding

the positive capabilities of future lethal autonomous weapons systems,” ("Stopping Killer Robots

Country Positions on Banning Fully Autonomous Weapon and Retaining Human Control.").



European Union:

European Union is very proactive, and endorses the ban of lethal fully autonomous weapons

since the issue was first introduced to the public in 2014. In 2018, the EU passed a resolution that

calls for the urgent negotiation of ‘an international ban on weapon systems that lack human

control over the use of force” (Stopkillerrobots.com).

Detailed Analysis of the Issue

Lethal autonomous weapons systems, sometimes called “killer robots,” are weapon systems that

use artificial intelligence to identify, select, and kill human targets without human control (Lethal

Autonomous Weapons). Usage of lethal autonomous weapons creates many questions that

should be answered to ensure the protection of human rights and implementation of the laws of

war. Even though autonomous technologies, such as object detection, have improved in targeting

and classifying, In today’s armed conflicts, combatants often seek to blend in with the civilian

population. They hide in civilian areas and wear civilian clothes, and it requires a great deal of

human judgement to reduce the risk of civilian casualty (“The Need for and Elements of a New

Treaty on Fully Autonomous Weapons."). If the decision is left to the autonomous weapon

system, it could lead to horrible consequences by possibly causing deaths of many civilians, as

“The interaction of complex, autonomous systems in real-world environments could lead to

unanticipated behavior. In a crisis, this could potentially lead to unwanted or unintended

escalation between parties”(Sayler).Furthermore, it is not possible for AI to make complex

ethical choices and exhibit humane features like compassion and conscience; therefore, the

hazards of lethal autonomous weapons must be preempted. In doing so, Additional Protocol-I of

Geneva Convention, 11 guiding principles that are set by CCW, and Arms Trade Treaty should

be utilized as legal frameworks in formulation of a ban or a non-proliferation agreement on the

use and development of lethal autonomous weapon systems. Today’s International Humanitarian

Law (IHL) does not include any framework or mention of lethal autonomous systems, which is

problematic, as each weapon should act under the compliances of IHL (Sayler). A new treaty



that is going to be formed to regulate the use and development of lethal autonomous weapons

should be in accordance with the new paradigms that are offered with artificial intelligence, and

should not be treated as any weapon, as the existing laws are meant to be implemented by

humans not machines ("The Need for and Elements of a New Treaty on Fully Autonomous

Weapons.").

Accountability and Responsibility in the Use and Development of LAWS:

Two of the most pressing issues in the context of lethal autonomous weapons are accountability

and responsibility, as the answer to the question -who is responsible for the conducts of a fully

automated machine?- is ambivalent. This hardship in deciding the accountable person will cause

the justice not to function properly. Furthermore, responsibility does not only include the military

personnel, but also the companies, engineers and managers who take part in the process of

developing such technology. Therefore, each company and its employees who work on robotics

and AI should act responsibly and pledge to not to take part in the development of any lethal

autonomous machine (Stopkillerrobots.com) As a result, the machines cannot be held

accountable; therefore, a human-on-loop process is required to retain.

Forming a New Treaty:

As the current international humanitarian laws and arms treaties do not encompass lethal

autonomous weapons, a need for a treaty or an additional protocol to CCW, as it was done in the

case of blinding laser weapons, is urgent. One of the advantages of forming a new treaty that

will ban the use and development of lethal autonomous weapons is that many legal and political

frameworks and treaties already exist, which are also made upon the changes in the conduct of

warfare. Additional Protocol-I of Geneva Convention proves itself to be an apt basis, as it was

drafted in part to respond to changes in the nature of warfare and developments in weapons

technology ("NEW WEAPONS, PROVEN PRECEDENT."). Furthermore, in the past, treaties

like Arms Trade Treaty and Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons were formed to

avoid production and use of certain types of mass destruction and conventional weapons, and

such treaties can be emulated to be applied on lethal autonomous weapons. Formation of such a

treaty should iterate the importance of meaningful human control over life-death decisions,

undeniability of human rights and repugnant nature of civilian casualties, and responsible



technology development that each individual and each company should adhere

(Stopkillerrobots.com). Also, scope of such a treaty should be expanded to sensor-based weapon

systems in order to always maintain meaningful human control over such weapon systems.

Discrimination and Targeting of Certain Groups:

As the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article-2 states, no one shall be targeted or

discriminated based on their “race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion,

national or social origin, property, birth or other status” ("Universal Declaration of Human

Rights."). One of the best methods that machine learning is proficient at besides object detection

is classification. In the hands of certain groups and abusive governments, these technologies

could be facilitated in the weaponry to target certain groups of people as a way of oppression.

Furthermore, machine learning algorithms are susceptible to inherit the biases existing in the

databases that it is being inputted with, and certain databases with biased parameters have the

potential to work maliciously towards some certain ethnic or political groups.

Counter-Arguments:

There is not a consensus among states on a possible ban to lethal autonomous weapons as some

countries who are advanced in these technologies consider lethal autonomous weapons as either

an idea that is premature and far-fetched or as an alternative way of warfare that could cause less

human casualty and the cost reduction in the military budget (Felt). Warfare between killing

robots might seem to be reducing the use of manpower in battles; thereby, avoiding any human

casualties. However, one should not forget that autonomous weapon systems are capable of

taking decisions by themselves to achieve the target that they’re tasked with, and such decisions

could cause disproportionate power use that could affect humans in large scale.



List of Important Events

Date (Day/Month/Year) Event

18 August 2007 Famous roboticist Noel Sharkey warned about the

possibility of killing robots and lethal autonomous

weapons in an article, titled “Robot wars are a reality” in

The Guardian.

01 September 2009 A team of roboticists, artificial intelligence experts and

ethics experts established the International Committee

for Robot Arms Control (ICRAC)

05 March 2012 An NGO called Article 36 called for a ban on lethal

autonomous weapon systems

19 October 2012 With the consolidation of seven NGOs in New York,

Campaign to Stop Killing Robots was formed with the

aim of  “preemptive prohibition on the development,

production, and use of fully autonomous weapons”

(Stopkillerrobots.com).

28 July 2015 Famous scientists and researchers, amassing 1000

people, signed an open letter, declaring their discontent

over the creation of autonomous weapons.

05 July 2018 European Parliament adopted a resolution, calling for

taking actions to implement a ban on lethal autonomous

weapons.

13-15 November 2019 11 Guiding Principles were adopted to the CCW



Past Attempts to Solve the Issue

In the past, CCW convened many times in order to reach a consensus regarding the importance

of banning autonomous weapon systems; however, could not reach a consensus due to some

countries, especially the countries who are leaders in the field of AI and robotics, vetoed or

argued against such a case by pointing out the potential benefits of warfare with lethal

autonomous robotics.  Moreover, some countries perceived this topic as premature and too early

to talk about. Also about the 11 guiding principles set out by CCW, the implementation of

International Humanitarian Laws (IHL) to autonomous weapons is not practical as IHL was

written to be abided by humans not machines. Furthermore, as there is no legally binding arms

treaty that exists for lethal autonomous weapon systems, countries are able to exploit these

loopholes as the technology is pretty much in the R & D stage, and was not detailly outlined in a

treaty or a convention.

Related Documents

● https://undocs.org/CCW/MSP/2019/9 (Last of the meetings that has been done by GGE, and at

the end of this meeting 11 guiding principles were adopted.

● https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=D

9E6B6264D7723C3C12563CD002D6CE4 (Additional Protocol-I of Geneva Convention should

be one of the basis for a new treaty that will be formed on the issue of autonomous weapon

systems).

● https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/10/arms1020_web.pdf (This document

prepared by Human Rights Watch and International Human Rights clinic identifies the key

aspects and the regulations that a treaty on killer robots should have).

● https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf (Universal Declaration of Human

Rights, one should be aware of the fact that this issue is closely related with human rights;

therefore, this document has to be heeded carefully)

● https://article36.org/updates/treaty-structure-leaflet/ (This is a publication by an NGO, called

Article36, on the issue of forming a treaty on autonomous weapon systems).

https://undocs.org/CCW/MSP/2019/9
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=D9E6B6264D7723C3C12563CD002D6CE4
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/Treaty.xsp?action=openDocument&documentId=D9E6B6264D7723C3C12563CD002D6CE4
https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/media_2020/10/arms1020_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/udhrbook/pdf/udhr_booklet_en_web.pdf
https://article36.org/updates/treaty-structure-leaflet/


Possible Solutions

Autonomous weapons are the nuclear weapons of the 21st century, and regulating their use is

crucial, if not totally banning. In a proposed treaty or an additional convention, delegates need to

always beware of the uncertainty the machine learning systems possess and their creative nature

in a way that they can take decisions by themselves.

Furthermore, delegates need to be aware that as the technology progresses so will the way of

warfare; therefore, totally prohibiting the use of lethal autonomous systems is not a solution,

instead only targeting and firing decisions can be taken away from autonomous systems. Also, it

should be iterated that banning fully autonomous systems does not mean that research and

development of autonomous systems are banned, and each study that benefits the world and the

global community is appreciated.

Inclusion and recognition of some documents such as, Geneva Convention, Arms Trade Treaty

and etc., which are cornerstones of international relations, must be present within the framework

that delegates would try to implement the ban or regulate the use of fully autonomous weapon

systems.

Also, delegates must accentuate the importance of the UN, and how each country is or should be

equal in matters like this, in which if any country violates any rules, regardless of their power

within the UN Charter, must be penalised. Undeniability of human rights must be emphasized.
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