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OPINION

The question of autonomous systems is not why
but how

A team of combined human soldiers and autonomous systems have the potential
capability of independently and objectively monitoring ethical behavior on the
battlefield by all parties.

By Ronald C. Arkin Updated October 26, 2020, 2 hours ago
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The wholesale slaughter of civilians in warfare is utterly unacceptable. Humanity has waged war since time
immemorial despite the disastrous consequences to noncombatants. Civilian deaths are extraordinarily high

even today. The Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols have helped codify what is and isn’t

acceptable in the way in which we kill each other on and off the battlefield. But it has not kept pace with new
technology.

Technology including robotics can, must, and should play a role in reducing, if not preventing, this horrific
and barbaric side effect. The question is not why but how. Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems — “killer
robots,” in the popular press — may counterintuitively help protect civilians better than soldiers, thus
reducing collateral damage while still achieving the goals of the mission. They should work in conjunction

with flesh-and-blood soldiers, not replace them, to ensure we don’t forget how truly horrible war is.
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Why would the military want LAWS? Robots allow a single warfighter to do the job of many. They can
potentially fight over larger areas for longer times, 24/7, with no sleep, no bathroom breaks; they can allow a
soldier to see farther and reach farther in the battlefield using the robot as a proxy and, perhaps most

important, reduce friendly and noncombatant casualties, assuming all this is done correctly.

The underlying question is, can robots ultimately have better legal and ethical compliance with International
Humanitarian Law than human beings in military situations? While it is not my belief that a lethal
autonomous system will be able to be perfectly ethical in the battlefield, I am convinced that they will

eventually be able to perform more ethically than human soldiers.

What is the basis for this belief? Unfortunately, on average, warfighter compliance with humanitarian laws
leaves much to be desired. There are clear individual exceptions to this, and robots will not be heroes. But as

well documented in the surgeon general’s Final Report Operation Iraqi Freedom 05-07 2006, respect for

noncombatant life is lagging. As a result, civilian casualties occur at staggering rates due to carelessness,

atrocities, anger, and frustration, which unfortunately are a part of the human condition.
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Why may LAWS be able to perform better than humans under battlefield conditions? Their ability to act
conservatively. For humans, the stakes are far higher — they could die in combat. LAWS can assume far more
risk because, for them, there are no such consequences. There is no inherent right of self-defense, and they
can be sacrificed by a commander if needed to better protect both noncombatants and friendly forces. Robots

probably will possess a range of sensors better equipped for battlefield observations than humans have,
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working in a team of combined human soldiers and autonomous systems, they have the potential capability

of independently and objectively monitoring ethical behavior in the battlefield by all parties and reporting

human rights infractions that might be observed.

I have long argued that the threshold for acceptance of this technology should be the ability for it to
outperform soldiers with respect to noncombatant casualties. This would be the creation of the next
generation of precision-guided munitions — guided now in the sense of avoiding civilian casualties and not

simply with respect to target acquisition.
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What to do then? Three things:
= Continue research into embedding robots and artificial intelligence with ethical, legal, and moral reasoning.
= Ensure they are not released into warfare until they have demonstrated humanitarian benefits.

» And try and come to grips through rational discussion regarding the way forward, both domestically and

internationally.

Fifteen years ago, few were talking about these issues, but now there is a cacophony of voices leading to
confusion, continuing arguments over definitions, and politics blocking progress. Even widely disparate

points of view can yield ways forward, as evidenced by a recent article published by a group of researchers,

including myself, with radically differing points of view.
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No one wants the Terminator. The desiderata include providing the best technology for our young men and

women who we consistently put into harm’s way; reducing civilian harm while maintaining mission

effectiveness; and doing all this without losing our core humanitarian principles, many of which are
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reduced using this technology, then indeed it should be banned. But we will not have that answer until
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overwhelming and inevitable. At the least, if we can reduce civilian casualties according to what the Geneva
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High risk for three weeks, 13 communities in

Massachusetts are back to Phase 1

For many businesses in those cities and towns, that
means scaling back — or worse, closing their doors
altogether.

Now it’s the Patriots who look like the Tomato
Cans

Who are the out-of-state billionaires backing
ranked-choice voting in Massachusetts?

In all, of the $9.8 million the Yes on 2 committee has
raised, just 19 donors — 12 of whom hail from outside
Massachusetts — account for nearly $9.2 million.

|s it time for the Patriots to do what the Red Sox did and
start tanking? If football games were matched with

calendar years, Sunday's Patriot debacle vs. the San
Francisco 49ers would be 2020.

These ordinary citizens are preparing to fight

a coup in November

Organizers are preparing not just to get out the vote, but
to defend the vote through nonviolent resistance in the
case of a power grab by President Trump.

Trump appears at rally in Londonderry, N.H.,
riffing on ‘fake ballots,’ 2016, and Air Force

One

Nine days before the election, President Trump rallied
supporters in New Hampshire, claiming that the country
is “rounding the turn" on the deadly coronavirus
pandemic.

White House signals defeat in pandemic as

coronavirus outbreak roils Pence’s office

The presidential campaign was roiled this weekend by a
fresh outbreak of the novel coronavirus at the White
House that infected at least five aides or advisers to Vice
President Mike Pence that President Donald Trump’s top
staffer acknowledged Sunday he had sought to avoid
disclosing to the public.

INSTANT ANALYSIS

No sugar-coating it after loss to 49ers: The

Patriots just stink

Their quarterback situation is a mess and they have one
of the worst rosters in football.

Stahl: More questions to ask a president who

never returned

President Trump's contentious interview officially aired
Sunday night after making headlines the previous week

Boston ballot box set on fire, officials say, in

‘disgrace to democracy’

Secretary of State William F. Galvin said Sunday that he
contacted US Attorney Andrew Lelling’s office and that

when Trump abruptly ended the segment and accused
journalist Lesley Stahl of treating him unfairly.

the FBIl is investigating the incident.
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