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What would an international regulatory framework for the development, deployment or use of 

lethal autonomous weapons look like in order to be practicable ? 

A)  The CCW and the Informal Meeting of Experts in MAY (the process) 

1) We are at a very initial stage 

- Debate launched by a HRW report fall 2012; 

- Many seminars but few debates in official fora; 

- As far as I know, only one country has a national doctrine (US). 

 

2) Interest and purpose of CCW meeting in May: 

- Help States build a national position; 

- Have delegation speak on the substance in an official capacity (for the 1
st

 time); 

- Build common understanding of the object (what is it about ?), identify key questions raised 

and possibly areas of convergence. 

 

3) Level of ambition = to engage international community in a common thinking over those 

emerging questions launch a process (to be continued). 

All delegations will need to go back to their capital. I anticipate that in most countries, time 

will be required to decide a national position. 

 

4) Meeting agenda : 

a. general statements at the opening and at the closing (wrap up, with possible views 

on the way ahead); 

b. Four core issues: technical aspects; legal aspects; ethical § sociological aspects; 

military and operational aspects. 

B) Some considerations on the substance (personal views) 

1) No point in this agenda on “definitions”: to discuss a definition, you need to know what 

for. You discuss a definition when you have a clear idea of what you want to do. In most negotiations, 

when you reach an agreement on definitions you have done a great deal of the work. 

2) Nevertheless, we need a common understanding of what we are talking about (and what 

we are not talking about). A description rather than a definition. This should be part of the 

debate on “technical aspects”. 

While drafting the mandate of the work last November we came to the term LAWS – lethal 

autonomous systems. A key point is the notion of autonomy. We need a discussion on the 

difference between autonomy and automaticity (a mine for instance is an automatic device; we are 

certainly not going to address the mine issue…). The difference between autonomy and automaticity 

could have something to do with the degree of predictability. Nevertheless, I believe that before 



going too far in that kind of theoretical debate, we will also need some sort of concrete survey of 

existing systems and the kind of technologies that are likely to be developed in a foreseeable future. 

 3) Among what I see as part of the minimal common understanding if we wish to move 

forward = this debate is about the human role in the decision to use lethal force (man out of the 

loop). 

 This is not about remote control. Remote control devices (UAV for instance) are controlled. 

And when we consider the debate over drones, this is manly a controversy about some uses outside 

the framework of armed conflicts . Certainly a serious issue, but very different. 

This is a debate about lethal applications of technologies related to autonomy in robotics, 

(where “artificial intelligence” is the ultimate stage). 

4) A dual use issue. That’s a fundamental point. Need to take into account the many and 

legitimate potential peaceful uses of robotics and artificial intelligence. 

5) Military applications of potential broad range of application (different of landmines). Need 

to have all key military powers on board. Difficult for states to agree on limitations which would not 

be universal. A reason more for me to be careful and to do my best to reassure all delegations. 

6) On the other hand, and to conclude this presentation on a positive note, I have not 

listened to any country supporting the idea of having man totally out of the loop. Usually the Military 

attaches great importance to discipline rather than autonomy. They expect soldiers to report and 

obey the orders. In addition the tendency in military operations is certainly not in increasing the 

autonomy of elementary units, as the control of the use of lethal force has become a key element in 

modern warfare. From that perspective, the debate about the military and operational aspects will 

be an interesting one. 

 


