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Debating Armed Drones 
The proliferation of unmanned systems is rapidly increasing due to the unique capabilities they provide to armed 

forces. In particular, unmanned aerial vehicles, commonly known as drones, have posed novel challenges as to how 

they are deployed in and outside of the battlefield, while their use in targeted killings have raised serious concerns 

over the legal framework for the use of lethal force. As more States and non-State armed groups seek to acquire these 

systems, ensuring an international process that addresses these concerns is now more than ever necessary to ensure 

peace and security. 

More Drone Wars?  
With over 90 States possessing military drones, and 

at least 16 States having armed drones, unmanned 

systems have become commonplace in military 

operations. They provide useful information through 

Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance 

(ISR) operations which improves situational 

awareness for ground forces, while armed drones 

provide Close Air Support to troops through 

precision targeting. At the same time, the absence 

of risks to military personnel, and their relative low-

cost of use, have led to the deployment of drones in 

clandestine operations, where they have been used 

to carry out targeted killings that resulted in the loss 

of civilian lives in places like Yemen, Pakistan, and 

Somalia. These factors have also contributed to 

their use in cross-border operations and subsequent 

escalation of lethal force in retaliation operations. 

On top of this, an increasing number of non-State 

actors have demonstrated their capability of 

deploying commercial and military drone technology 

in their operations, for lethal purposes, which brings 

with it additional risks for human lives, regional 

security, and stability.   

Growing Military Drone Market 
The rapid pace of development of military 

technologies has created a global multi-billion 

market for armed drones and related technology. 

Ranging from large aircrafts, up to the size of a 

passenger plane, to hand-held one-way ‘kamikaze’ 

drones, unmanned systems are already changing 

the dynamics of warfare. Defense companies are 

boosting investments, anticipating increased 

demand. Other than the high-tech drone market led 

by the United States, Israel, China, and a small 

number of other countries, there is an emerging 

group of States who are focusing on producing the 

smaller and middle-segment of military drones that 

are not necessarily covered by existing relevant 

arms export controls, or are covered by agreements 

to which these states are not party. . Our 

expectation is that these producers could provide 

the ‘AK-47’ of the armed drone: a cheap, easy to 

deploy military drone that can be used in various 

types of military operations.  

In August 2018, PAX launched its new report 

‘Unmanned Ambitions’ which provides an 

overview of upcoming drone markets and gives an 

over-the-horizon look at drone technology 

development. The findings underscore that policy is 

already far behind the practice of drone 

development and use. Our recommendations 

highlight the need for a comprehensive overview of 

current technological developments, update 

associated export control challenges and risk 

assessments, as well as the establishment of a 

normative and/or regulatory framework for drone 

use and exports through multilateral discussions.  
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Human Rights and Human Realities 
A significant part of the debate on armed drones 

relates to the legal framework that is applied in 

counter-terrorism and counter-insurgency 

operations. The lack of transparency regarding legal 

justifications combined with stretched interpretations 

of international law by those deploying armed 

drones outside the battlefield, needs to be 

challenged by the international community. These 

debates often tend to end in legal discussions, 

which threatens to lose sight of what is really at 

stake: human lives and human dignity. Upholding 

international law is too important to be left to lawyers 

alone. The stories of civilians at the receiving end of 

lethal missiles should be at the forefront of the 

debate on the legality of drones strikes. Their 

experiences on the lack of information provided to 

them after being targeted, and their struggle to 

receive justice and compensation, tell us what the 

risks are if the current use of clandestine drone 

operations continue. They risk undermining key 

human rights that are at the forefront of protecting 

civilians against state violence applied through 

remote killing. PAX will publish a new report on 

armed drones, titled ‘Human Rights and Human 

Realities’, based on new information on drone 

strikes in Yemen, and stories from survivors in 

Pakistan and Somalia. This report outlines key legal 

principles and contrasts them with stories from 

drone strike victims and their quest for justice and 

accountability. We aim to make clear why upholding 

these human rights principles is central to the 

debate on deploying lethal force with armed drones, 

both in and outside the battlefield. 

Urgent need for clear State positions 
In the context of more states acquiring and 

deploying armed drones, there is a clear need for 

pushback against attempts to corrode the legal 

definitions and keep human lives and the protection 

of civilians in the focus of the drone debate. In the 

last few years armed drones have been raised by 

states in the First Committee, there has been a 

debate on the legal issues in the UN Human Rights 

Council, and there have been numerous European 

Parliament resolutions calling for a clear position 

from European States and the European Union on 

armed drones. The European Parliament has even 

expressed its concern in a resolution on US-EU 

relations, pointing out the ‘dismantling of the limited 

restrictions to the[US] drone programme’ and called 

for policies to ensure that the use of “armed drones 

complies with their obligations under international 

law, including international human rights law and 

international humanitarian law, and that robust 

binding standards to govern the provision of all 

forms of assistance for lethal drone operations are 

established.” In February 2018, the African 

Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights voiced 

its concern over drone strikes carried out by US and 

French armed drones deployed in Niger. The 

Commission  expressed the need for respect for 

international human rights and “humanitarian law, 

particularly regarding the use of combat drones and 

carry out independent and impartial investigations 

into all deaths caused by drones and bring the 

alleged perpetrators to justice, including payment of 

compensation to the victims and members of their 

family”.  

In sum, the debate on armed drones needs strong 

engagement from States to ensure a proper 

framework is established that encompasses the 

many complex discussions associated with their 

use. This needs to include legal discussions, the 

increase drone use and threats to regional security 

and stability, and military drone proliferation.  
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Recommendations 
Addressing the challenges around the global proliferation and use of military unmanned systems requires 

a progressive multilateral approach that tackles the important legal, ethical, political and security concerns. 

Therefore, PAX has the following recommendations to States for the UNGA First Committee and beyond.  

 States should clarify their position in their Statements over the growing use of armed drones, in 

particular outside the battlefield for targeting killing and the lack of clarification on the legal justification 

applied. In particular, States could express their concerns over civilian casualties in counter-terrorism 

operations with armed drones and the need for victim assistance and accountability.  

 States should raise the new challenges posed by the lowering threshold of the use of military drones. 

Recent cross-border incidents around the world demonstrated that drones could undermine regional 

stability, security and pose a force-escalation potential due the perceived low costs and low-risk to 

personnel, which led to an increased use in military cross-border operations. 

 States should address current and upcoming challenges around arms export control of unmanned 

(military) systems. The rapid development and proliferation of all types of drones and related technology is 

ahead of the policies that should exercise control of this technology to ensure they do not end up in the 

hands of unwanted end-users.  

 States should support the call by the UN Secretary General in his Agenda for Disarmament to work 

towards creating a UN-led inclusive, comprehensive and ambitious process that addresses the use of 

armed drones in all its aspects, including setting strong standards for use in line with international law, 

information sharing on policies on transparency and accountability mechanisms in drone operations, and 

arms export control measures on drone technologies.   

 States should support the call made by relevant regional and national parliaments, to inter alia, 

formulate a Common or National Position on the use of armed drones and to promote greater 

transparency and accountability on the part of third countries with whom they cooperate in military 

operations to ensure they are not complicit to the use of armed drones in illegal targeted killings.  

About PAX’s Armed Drones Program 

PAX works towards improved awareness on the implications of armed 

drones use and provides policy recommendations on legal, ethical and 

export control related issues.  More information can be found at 

http://www.paxforpeace.nl/our-work/programmes/drones  
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