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Foreword 

 

The First World War marked the inception of insurmountable 
technological revolutions in the field of arms and ammunition with 
countries investing heavily in research programmes, aimed at acquiring 
the upper hand in present or future conflicts. We have remained 
fascinated with computers ever since its invention and have consistently 
tried to improve them. ‘Artificial Intelligence’(AI), the fifth industrial 
revolution has opened a new dimension of warfare; algorithmic warfare. 
Combining the intent and capability of these two developments, a 
weapon that transcends battlefields thus presents a multitude of complex 
security challenges. When machines become capable of undertaking 
challenging tasks in daunting environments and develop the ability to 
take decisions on behalf of humans - better, faster, and colder than 
humans- we cannot ignore the military advantages they offer. The 
question is, at what cost do we accept autonomous weapon systems?

 

Evaluating capabilities of current governments; their will to sanction war 
powered by artificial intelligence, and the perils of technological 
developments evolving into an arms race are imperative considerations. 
Concurrently, factoring in public interest and their approval of such 
endeavours should be considered along with cold calculations of war 
when discussing finer points of legality.

 

In light of these recent developments, the United Nations Security 
Council will deliberate upon “Weaponisation of AI with special emphasis 
on Lethal Autonomous Weapons” to determine their future, which is 
bound to shape ours. 
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Background 


In the simplest of words, Artificial Intelligence empowers machines to 
make decisions without human intervention. These revolutionary weapon 
systems were a fantasy of militaries around the world while the possibility 
of their existence has condemned by the general public and some 
governments. Many, including António Manuel de Oliveira Guterres, the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations, have called for a ban. Mr 
Guterres even considering a potential redundancy of the United Nations 
Security Council itself if these weapons are not banned.

 

In addition, the ‘weaponisation’ of artificial intelligence is not limited to 
their function on the battlefield or as spy bots, as AI has now, extended 
its reach from the banking systems to traffic lights, which can be used to 
create a situation of internal turmoil and conflict within a nation or an 
institution.

 

The inception of these weapons has triggered a worldwide debate if they 
should be banned under international law, given how they violate the 
existing International Humanitarian Law (IHL). Furthermore, at this point 
in time, the world is also in need of a widely acceptable and working 
definition of ‘Artificial Intelligence’ in terms of weaponry. A definition 
covering the wide array of weapons systems with ranging levels of 
autonomy.

 

On the contrary, various institutions like the US Government advocate 
potential advantages through the use of AI in weapon systems, evident 
through ‘Project Maven’, arguing that these would only increase the 
accuracy of military operations and reduce the risk of losing personnel.
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Autonomous Intelligence

Do not get confused between the fine difference between an automated 
weapon system and an autonomous weapon system. An automated 
weapon system is definite and has no scope for thinking or decision 
making. It strictly and deterministically functions on a rule-based 
structure and totally depends on the input, in order to produce a desired 
output. On the other hand, an autonomous   weapon system reasons 
probabilistically, to come out with the best possible method of 
overcoming a problem using the inputs provided. They function on 
guesswork and react differently in similar situations, because they are 
programmed to ‘think’, unlike an automated weapon system feeding on 
rigid patterns.

 

Similar to the model of ‘human’ intelligence, autonomous weapon 
systems also follow a sequence known as the perception–cognition–
action information processing loop, in which individuals perceive 
something in the world around them, think about what to do, and then, 
once they have weighed up the options, make a decision to act. AI 
senses the world around it, processes the incoming information through 
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optimization and verification algorithms, with a choice of action made in a 
fashion similar to that of humans.

 

While there are many parallels between human intelligence and AI, there 
are stark differences too. Every autonomous system that interacts in a 
dynamic environment must construct a world model and continually 
update that model. This means that the world must be perceived (or 
sensed through cameras, microphones and/or tactile sensors) and then 
reconstructed in such a way that the computer ‘brain’ has an effective 
and updated model of the world it is in, before it can make decisions. The 
fidelity of the world model and the timeliness of its updates are the keys 
to an effective autonomous system. While the humans can perceive 
completely new environments with greater ease with a moral rectitude in 
place, mostly.




 

This, in the end explains how autonomous weapon systems if not 
updated, can easily malfunction and suffer at the hands of computer 
generated errors; which may in turn lead to unaffordable mistakes such 
as in the identification of the target.


Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems

 

Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems (LAWS) are weapons that are 
artificial intelligence-powered, which can independently search and 
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engage targets. Thus once initiated, they will not need any human 
guidance to attack targets. Recalling or aborting the mission depends on 
the level of autonomy the weapons have. 

 

Thus, Lethal autonomous weapons can be very effective and efficient in 
completing their military mission, considering that they are devoid of the 
ability to feel and understand emotions, which may act as a barrier to 
implementation of the orders in many cases. Being bereft of emotions 
such as pity, vengeance etc. LAWS may be the perfect tool for an assault 
in the future, especially because they outdo humans in all aspects of war 
and stick to the commands and orders they receive. In the same breadth, 
while they may only intend to make rational decisions, when they follow 
the wrong commander equally catastrophic results may follow. 

 

Concurrently, this objectivity in operations also makes such weaponry 
subject to legal problems arising due to mistakes. Unlike human errors, 
these can be termed as deliberate actions given that human mistakes are 
reactions in a moment of spontaneity while the machines function on pre-
programmed algorithms that are a result of deliberate programming. A 
school of thought differentiates the two as mistake and murder. Both of 
which, lend themselves to different consequences of accountability. 

 


The Question Of A Ban

 

These weapon systems extend the boundaries of war to remote places 
which aren’t accessible to humans and pose a greater risk to military 
personnel stationed there. A weapon system such as this would act as a 
viable alternative to human soldiers.However, it leaves the civilians of a 
country susceptible to attacks, like ‘cyber attacks’ or misuse of acquired 
information which again, hinders the security of the people and may fuel 
a situation of internal conflict.

Therefore, from everything we know about autonomous intelligence and 
LAWs in specific, er can conclude that every trait or ability which 
promotes the weaponization of artificial intelligence, there exists a 
corresponding disadvantage to discredit the concept. With this in mind, 
the executive board encourages the delegates to move forward with a 
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cost-benefit analysis of ‘weaponization of AI’ and ‘lethal autonomous 
weapons’, for the purpose of rational argumentation and reasonable 
constructives in favour of, or against the idea of banning the Autonomous 
Weapon Systems.

 

Additionally, autonomous weapons have been opposed all over the world 
but there is no international consensus on the methodology to prevent 
their use or production. Voices from that of the United Nations Secretary-
General to public figures like Stephen Hawkings, Elon Musk and many 
more have been heard calling for action. Placing a ban is the most 
popular solution among those who are rallying against the     use of 
Autonomous Weapons. The aim of this committee is, keeping in mind 
these concerns and its own purpose of existence, to coalesce and agree 
upon a framework that will regulate the future of Autonomous Weapons. 
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LAWS can decrease the threshold for going to 
war

 

Lethal Autonomous Weapons lower the threshold for going to war. This is 
so because of four reasons- low cost of production and maintenance of 
LAWS, their military efficacy, expandability and mobility. The cost of 
maintaining lethal autonomous weapons would be significantly lesser 
than maintaining a physical army. The costs of the sustenance of 
personnel by the governments are very high. They are required to be 
clothed, fed, their training costs are exorbitant yet prone to wastage, their 
pensions are significant sums of money and there are other additional 
costs such as monetary compensation in times of casualties.  Armies of 
LAWS can be cheaply raised and maintained. LAWS offer an effective 
alternative for conventional weapons. LAWS will greatly bring down 
human casualties, driving militaries to engage more. Currently, the 
reasons for going to war are greatly influenced by factors like the type of 
terrain in which the war is going to be fought, the numerical strength of 
the army contingents that are involved but LAWS transcend these 
physical boundaries and thus war would not remain the ordeal that it 
used to be. LAWS are also much more expendable. They can be easily 
manufactured in huge quantities. So,    they can be used without the 
constraint of depletion. Also the transport of physical armies is very 
difficult, especially in remote areas. While these weapons will have better 
mobility and reach. Thus LAWS ultimately decrease the threshold for 
going to war. 


Ethicality and Legality of LAWS


 

These weapons can also make mistakes in identification of targets. Since 
the process of identification of these weapons is based on programmed 
visual stereotypes, they can target people with similar features, and kill 
innocents in the process. Similar clothing or questionable articles in 
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possessions may lead to casualties as in spite of all the advancements 
we have made, advanced robots still fool a rubber turtle for a weapon. 
Such mistakes by a human can be persecuted but the same may not 
hold true for an autonomous weapon system

 

Any crime consists of two parts. The act and the state of mind. So if the 
weapon kills an innocent person due to an identification error- it commits 
a crime but it lacks the state of mind or the motive to do so and thus is 
problematic. A soldier’s actions may be in self-defence or due to insanity 
(both of which would lead to different punishments) but such 
justifications would never hold for machines. Also, a judgment would not 
fulfill the purposes of punishment for society or the victim because the 
robot could neither be deterred by condemnation nor perceive or 
appreciate being punished. These weapons can also not be held 
accountable, since there is no single person involved in their functionality. 
Who would be held accountable? The programmer who programmed the 
weapon; the commander that ordered the deployment of such a weapon 
or the field operator who was merely carrying out the order? 

 

The legality of these weapons is contingent on the ethicality of the 
weapons. The biggest legal hurdle is that we cannot make the weapons 
comply to human rights laws and international humanitarian laws. Also, 
lethal autonomous weapon systems contravene both prongs of the 
Martens Clause: the principles of humanity and the dictates of public 
conscience. 

Secondly, a machine’s response cannot be programmed to every 
possible situation. So the response of the machine to any new situation, 
by the virtue of machine learning, will completely be uncertain, again 
raising rudimentary ethical questions. Also, the machines would lack 
situational awareness. The ability of the machines to differentiate 
between belligerents and civilians would be biased on identification of 
different skin types or a particular physical appearance and the visual 
and audio recognition features that machine operates in. 
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The goal of this committee is to discuss if LAWS need an 
international framework to regulate their development, production 
and usage. If yes, then how should that framework be put in place 
and implemented. 

 


Recent Developments


1. Group of Governmental Experts on LAWS


The Meeting of High Contracting Parties to the Convention on 
Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional 
Weapons Which May Be Deemed to Be Excessively Injurious or 
Have Indiscriminate Effects (CCW) talked about five basic things; 
the similarities, recommendations and conclusions on lethal 
autonomous weapons; the retainment of the human element while 
exercising lethal force; the characterisation of concepts 
associated to LAWS and development of a clear definition. It 
reviews military technologies associated with the concept and 
finally explores the possible solutions for addressing the 
humanitarian and legal challenges that these weapons pose. The 
Group has an important job to do given that many countries have 
started to develop killer robots of their own. The Group discussed 
the challenges that LAWS pose such as the safety of non-
combatants in a battlefield and. 


  


 2. Campaign to Stop Killer Robots


Campaign to Stop Killer Robots is a coalition of non-governmental 
organisations and is the umbrella organisation that is leading the charge 
for a complete ban on lethal autonomous weapons thus retaining 
meaningful human control over the use of force. An open letter has also 
been composed on the banning the weapons and has been signed by 
4502 AI/Robotics experts (as of May 2019) including celebrated global 
leaders like Stephen Hawking, Elon Musk and Steve Wozniak. This letter 
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touts weaponization of AI to be the third revolution in warfare, after 
gunpowder and nuclear weapons because unlike the production of 
nuclear weapons, AI weapons can be mass produced easily, evading 
detection, potentially start propping up in black markets and fall in the 
hands of terrorists, dictators and warlords.


Points to consider 
1. Banning production and mass deployment, research and 

development or both, taking into account efficacy and  

2. Ethicality and legality of empowering an algorithm-driven device to 
take human lives despite its inaccuracies and the accountability of 
the same w.r.t. International Humanitarian Law (IHL) 

3. The high military advantage that can be secured over an enemy 
while minimising costs, human flaws and loss of life. 

4. Extension of conventional war beyond battlefields and to unarmed 
civilians. 

5. Potential increase in escalation or de-escalation of war as costs, 
methods and sanction of war change. 

6. Potential misuse of technology by private companies and non-state 
actors once LAWs become part of conventional weaponry. 


It is highly recommended that all delegates connect to the 
Facebook page of this committee to avoid facing the 
disadvantage of incongruous dissemination of information 
(if any) and missing out on an opportunity to connect with 
other delegates.
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Links for further research : 

I. http://www.unidir.ch/files/publications/pdfs/the-weaponization-of-
increasingly-autonomous-technologies-artificial-intelligence-en-700.pdf 

II. 2. https://in.reuters.com/article/portugal-websummit-un/u-n-s-
guterres-urges-ban-on-autonomous-weapons-idINKCN1NA2PR


III. 3. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/04/10/
how-can-international-law-regulate-autonomous-weapons/


IV. 4. https://www.hrw.org/report/2018/08/21/heed-call/moral-and-legal-
imperative-ban-killer-robots


V. 5. https://undocs.org/en/CCW/GGE.1/2018/3


VI. 6. https://www.stopkillerrobots.org/
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