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I. Introduction 
The General Assembly First Committee has had a broad history with weapons and their 

threats to international security, from the discovery of gunpowder to the nuclear weapon 
revolution, yet it now faces something new; something that can potentially revolutionize warfare 
for centuries to come. After recent advances in artificial intelligence, the concept of autonomous 
technology (AT) was introduced to the world. Though it is yet to have a universally agreed upon 
definition, it essentially is technology that can govern itself; make its own demands without 
human control. This has stimulated the production of autonomous weapons; weapons which can 
essentially own themselves, conduct their own thinking process and select/target anything they 
wish using artificial intelligence. Powered by AT, these weapons have sparked debate all over 
the world regarding their ethical and legal righteousness in warfare, with experts and government 
leaders all over the world have articulating their respective opinions concerning the issue. 
Countries like Russia and the US have already begun producing weapons of such qualities, 
which suggests that they might be seen in the battlefield within the coming years. Member states 
have already shown their support for banning such lethal weapons, yet it still remains one of the 
most controversial topics of discussion in current times. The world may be facing a third warfare 
revolution, and it’s now or never if an outcome is to be reached. 

II. Focused Overview of the Issue 
1) Origin of the Conflict - The Development of Artificial Intelligence 

Artificial intelligence (AI) can be defined as ‘the study of the computations that make it 
possible to perceive, reason, and act,’  or ‘the art of creating machines that perform functions 1

that require intelligence when performed by people.’  Considered as a new revolution of 2

technology, AI has opened up myriad possibilities that can completely shift the way humans live 
and function, and that controversially includes the development of a new force of weaponry. AI 
uses autonomous technology (AT), technology that has the freedom to administer its own affairs, 
and thus make its own decisions. After recent advancements, robots were successfully 
developed, which cued the beginning of one of the biggest armament revolutions in history.  

1 Winston, Addison-Wesley, 1992, Artificial Intelligence 3rd ed., Boston, MA: Longman Publishing Co. 
2 Kurzweil, Raymond. The Age of Intelligent Machines, Chapter One: The Roots of Artificial Intelligence What is 
AI, Anyway? 1990 http://www.kurzweilai.net/meme/frame.html?main=/articles/art0324.html 
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Empowered by AT, the robots can act exactly like humans in terms of thinking, 
identifying, targeting and attacking, and are thus considered a highly dangerous threat. Many 
robots of different shapes and sizes have been constructed, most with the ability to attack and 
damage, and some with the ability to kill. The AT helps them think one hundred times faster than 
the human brain,  and can therefore program them to defend themselves from any type of 3

physical attack.  They are deployed for military use, which has raised a lot of implications, both 
legal and ethical. 

2) Legal and Ethical Implications of Autonomous Weapons 

As the digital and autonomous era quickly approaches us, artificial intelligence is highly 
on the rise, developing and showing massive advancements day by day. Due to such 
circumstances, developers have been able to program robots in a way where they are capable of 
using sensors, recognizing images and various software. With such traits, they have the ability 
and resources to attack, establishing themselves as autonomous weapons, ones that have drawn 
countless debates all over the world regarding the legality of their presence. 

International humanitarian law now faces some new challenges, where a dilemma now 
appears regarding what to consider these robots as: man or machine. Having developed the exact 
characteristics a human possesses, the robots have sparked new debate on what the legal 
implications should be regarding their actions. If someone is killed by a robot without the 
consent of the state, who should be held responsible, the people controlling the bot, the 
programmers of the software, or the overall autonomous weapons system? Another question 
raised is if these ‘killer robots’ can function in an ethically correct manner, being aware that they 
have their own thinking process and can govern their own actions. The act of allowing the use of 
such weapons in warfare is condemned by the 1977 Geneva Conventions Additional Protocol I, 
which notes that ‘states don’t have complete autonomy to choose their preferred “methods or 
means of warfare”’  (Article 35). If followed, state armies shouldn’t have the right to use such 4

means of weaponry without consent from the UN, yet protocols have been ignored in the past. 
Others believe that by using such weapons, the element of empathy and mercy in war would 
vanish, as robots like these would not have those characteristics, again suggesting that using such 
machines would be morally wrong. 

3) Possible Implementation/Banning of Autonomous Weapons 

The implementation of such systems is highly possible within the next decade or so, and 
poses a huge potential threat to international security, one that is impending to become the third 

3 Weapons, Stop Autonomous, director. Slaughterbots. YouTube, YouTube, 12 Nov. 2017, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=9CO6M2HsoIA. 
4 Iaria, Adriano. “Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems and the Future of Warfare.” IAI Istituto Affari 
Internazionali, 15 Dec. 2017,  
www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/lethal-autonomous-weapon-systems-and-future-warfare. 
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revolution of warfare  in arms history. Experts in the field of artificial intelligence such as Elon 5

Musk and Bill Gates have called for a complete ban on the use of ‘killer robots’, suggesting their 
complete awareness of the possibilities at stake if such machines are left for use in warfare. 
However, systems with a relative amount of autonomy are already being deployed in nations like 
Israel, Russia and the United States,  and the possibilities of fully autonomous weapons’ use are 6

growing more likely by the day. 

Countries like the United States and Russia continue to ignore all opinions expressed 
regarding the topic and its potential severity, claiming that since no systems have been deployed 
as of yet, there is no need to discuss such a topic. However, it has occurred before that a new 
weapon had been completely prohibited before its implementation and use, the example of this 
being the 1995 Protocol on Blinding Laser Weapons (Protocol IV to the CCW) which 
completely banned the use of such weapons,  marking a historic moment in disarmament history. 7

This leaves hope for the aspect of banning autonomous weapons in advance. 

III. Involved Countries and Organizations 
[Russia] 

One of the most focused and supportive countries on this field of weaponry, Russia, has 
reached the extent of already preparing a fleet of autonomous robots as a means of defense for 
the Russian army.  They’ve expressed their vision of a future in warfare based on autonomous 8

weapons, acknowledging the power of robotized units that have the ability to govern their own 
operations. 

On November 10, the Kremlin delivered a straightforward statement, announcing that a 
ban by the UN on fully autonomous weapons would not stop them by any means, insisting on the 
production of said weaponry. Three days later, in the United Nations Convention on 
Conventional Weapons (CCW), Russia expressed its desire to not attempt any solutions or 
conclusions at that time, believing that since these weapons have not gone into full 
implementation, there is no need for such measures.  Russia will remain firm in their position on 9

5 Ibid. 
6 “Autonomous Weapons.” Reaching Critical Will,  
www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/fact-sheets/critical-issues/7972-fully-autonomous-weapons. 
7 Iaria, Adriano. “Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems and the Future of Warfare.” IAI Istituto Affari 
Internazionali, 15 Dec. 2017,  
www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/lethal-autonomous-weapon-systems-and-future-warfare. 
8 Shapiro, Ari. “Autonomous Weapons Would Take Warfare To A New Domain, Without Humans.” NPR, NPR, 24 
Apr. 2018, 
www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2018/04/23/604438311/autonomous-weapons-would-take-warfare-to-a-ne
w-domain-without-humans. 
9 “Recaps of the UN CCW Meetings Nov 13 – 17.” Ban Lethal Autonomous Weapons, 4 Dec. 2017, 
www.autonomousweapons.org/recaps-of-the-un-ccw-meetings-nov-13-17/. 
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the matter, especially after president Vladimir Putin’s remark on the subject, decisively stating: 
“whoever leads in AI will rule the world.”  10

[USA] 

The United States of America remain undecided on the matter, as they are concerned 
about enemies like Russia and others gaining an advantage in the field, yet Congress is still 
worried about the potential negative outcomes if such weapons are produced and put into use. 
That being said, the current US policy statement notes: ‘Autonomous … weapons systems shall 
be designed to allow commanders and operators to exercise appropriate levels of human 
judgment over the use of force.’  This essentially suggests that weapons of this type will be 11

produced, but for ‘appropriate circumstances only’, based on human judgment. The policy also 
states that lethal autonomous weapons must only operate to certain standards, following proper 
levels of conduct, as to not kill uncontrollably.  12

Having already submitted two working papers regarding the issue, the US have recently 
prepared a third paper, tackling ‘Humanitarian benefits of emerging technologies in the area of 
lethal autonomous weapon systems’  in preparation for the coming CCW meeting in 2018, as to 13

raise awareness about the possible pros that said technology can offer, through its correct usage. 
For that reason, the US government is deeming that it is relatively too early for the prohibition of 
such weapons, and that the potential capabilities of lethal autonomous weapon systems can 
actually save lives rather than destroy them, on and off the battlefield.  14

[Campaign to Stop Killer Robots] 

October 19, 2012 was the day the ‘Campaign to Stop Killer Robots’ was formed, with a 
clear aim of securing the prohibition of the development, deployment and use of fully 
autonomous weapons. The campaign consists of five international NGOs, a regional NGO 
network, and four national NGOs that work internationally, and is still subject to grow. 
Questioning the moral righteousness of leaving the matter of life or death to a robot, the 
organization was started to raise awareness of the facts that people might fail to see now, 

10 Greene. “Good News for Humanity: Germany Joins List of Countries That Won't Use Autonomous Weapons.” 
The Next Web, 16 Feb. 2018, 
www.thenextweb.com/artificial-intelligence/2018/02/16/good-news-for-humanity-germany-joins-list-of-countries-th
at-wont-use-autonomous-weapons/. 
11 “Review of the 2012 US Policy on Autonomy in Weapons Systems.” Human Rights Watch, 17 Apr. 2015, 
www.hrw.org/news/2013/04/15/review-2012-us-policy-autonomy-weapons-systems. 
12 “Semi-Autonomous and on Their Own: Killer Robots in Plato's Cave.” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 28 June 
2018, www.thebulletin.org/2015/04/semi-autonomous-and-on-their-own-killer-robots-in-platos-cave/. 
13 “Too Early for a Ban: The U.S. and U.K. Positions on Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems.” Lawfare, 16 Apr. 
2018, www.lawfareblog.com/too-early-ban-us-and-uk-positions-lethal-autonomous-weapons-systems. 
14 Ibid. 
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including the killer robots’ disability to understand the context of a situation due to the absence 
of human judgment, thus raising huge ethical implications if they were to be used in warfare. 

Thus, the campaign has called for a pre-emptive ban on fully autonomous weapons, and 
has been involved in conferences all over the world including all UN CCW meetings, debating 
with representatives from various member states regarding the issue but still failing to reach a 
consensus. The UN, however, has shown its support regarding their cause, after UN Secretary 
General Antonio Guterres informed them of the UN’s shared concern on such weapons,  15

sparking hope that an outcome may be reached within the coming years. 

IV. Key Vocabulary 
● Artificial Intelligence (AI): ‘The art of creating machines that perform functions that 

require intelligence when performed by people.’   16

● Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems (LAWS): A type of autonomous military robot that 
can independently search and engage targets based on programmed constraints and 
descriptions. They can potentially kill, and their usage has sparked debate all over the 
world. 

● Autonomous Technology (AT): A type of technology that can function without direct 
demands from a human being; it can govern its own self. This technology is the basis of 
all autonomous weapons produced, and is a feature of AI. 

● Semi-Autonomous Weapons: Weapons that can act independently to a certain degree. 

V. Important Events & Chronology 
 

Date Event 

2009 
International Committee for Robot Arms Control (ICRAC) is formed, 
for the ‘prohibition of the development, deployment and use of armed 
autonomous unmanned systems.’  17

Oct. 19, 2012 
“Campaign to Stop Killer Robots” organization is formed, with the 
goal to secure the prohibition of the development, deployment and use 
of fully autonomous weapons.  18

Nov. 21, 2012 US Department of Defense issues policy statement on the use of these 
weapons, becoming the first government to do so.  19

15 "Chronology." Campaign to Stop Killer Robots. N.p., n.d. Web. 30 June 2018. 
https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/chronology/ 
16 Kurzweil, Raymond. “The Roots of Artificial Intelligence What is AI, Anyway?” (see footnote 2)  
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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May 30, 2013 
20 nations debate the topic for the first time in the Human Rights 
Council Debate after the presentation of a report by the UN special 
rapporteur on extrajudicial killings.  20

May 13-16, 2014 

“Representatives from 87 nations, UN agencies, the ICRC, and the 
Campaign to Stop Killer Robots participate in the first multilateral 
meeting on “lethal autonomous weapons systems”  at the UN in 
Geneva. Convened under the auspices of the Convention on 
Conventional Weapons (CCW), the informal meeting features 
presentations by 18 experts on technical, ethical, legal, and 
operational questions raised by the weapons.”  21

May 22, 2017 Antonio Guterres, informs the Campaign to Stop Killer Robots of the 
UN’s shared concern on such weapons.  22

Nov. 13-17, 2017 

First meeting of the Group of Governmental Experts on lethal 
autonomous weapons systems (LAWS), conducting the fourth CCW 
annual meeting in which 6 countries insist on delaying the reaching of 
any outcome.  23

 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 
● A/RES/72/68 (2017): regarding 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.  

Remains without a vote.  24

http://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/72/68 

 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 
Every year starting from 2013, the Convention on Conventional Weapons organizes a 

meeting where member states discuss the controversial issue at hand, but postpone any outcomes 
or conclusions that could be reached to the following year. In 2017, the fourth annual CCW 
meeting was conducted, including the first meeting of the Group of Governmental Experts on 
lethal autonomous weapons systems, where member states debated the ethical and legal 

20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 "Documentation, Reports, Resolutions, Decisions, Meeting Records." United Nations. United Nations, 2017. Web. 
30 June 2018. 
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righteousness of such machines, discussing the potential threats and cons of using them in 
warfare. The majority of countries wanted to reach a consensus, but no outcome was reached 
after Japan, China, Russia, Latvia, South Korea and the United States all expressed their desire to 
postpone any decisions made for now. The meeting will take place again in 2018, yet it is still 
unlikely that any type of agreement will be made due to said countries.  25

Organizations and Campaigns like the ICRAC and the Campaign to Stop Killer Robots 
have all been attempting to ban the use of such weapons before they’ve been implemented in 
armies around the world, yet without the support of all member states the matter remains 
undecided. 

VIII.  Guiding Questions 
● Are autonomous weapons or any precursors to such weapons currently being developed 

in your country? 
● What is your country’s policy statement regarding the use of autonomous weapons? 
● Does your country have a clear stance regarding the righteousness of the production of 

autonomous weapons? 
● What can the UN do to gradually limit, if not eliminate the un-called for harm these 

weapons can unintentionally cause (killing people that shouldn’t be killed) if eventually 
used in warfare? 

 

IX. Possible Solutions 
● Delegates can come up with ways to restrict the degree of autonomy present in weapons 

empowered by AT, thus allowing some human control that would make their usage safer, 
to an extent. 

● Suggest measures that ensure that there is human control of LAWS, and how they will do 
so. 

● Delegates can suggest ways in which LAWS can be used in a positive manner, depending 
on their countries’ respective positions. 

 

X. Useful Links 
● https://ethicsandtechnology.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/2018_RSurber_AI-AT-LA

WS-Peace-Time-Threats_final.pdf 
Explains the origin of the conflict in AI, the potential threats of LAWS and possible solutions. 

25 “Recaps of the UN CCW Meetings Nov 13 – 17.” Ban Lethal Autonomous Weapons, 4 Dec. 2017, 
www.autonomousweapons.org/recaps-of-the-un-ccw-meetings-nov-13-17/. 
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● http://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/lethal-autonomous-weapon-systems-and-future-warfar

e 
Discusses numerous events and opinions regarding the topic, including conventions and expert 

statements on the topic. 
 

● https://autonomousweapons.org/recaps-of-the-un-ccw-meetings-nov-13-17/ 
Clearly discusses the overall debate and consensus reached in the latest UN CCW Meetings on 

Nov 13-17 2017 
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