
The Use of Drones  

 
Topic Briefing  

Over the past two decades, the nature of warfare has irrevocably changed in tandem with the 

modernization of technology. Drones, or Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), have become 

increasingly popular for individual states and for the United Nations, both as a tool of warfare and 

as a vector for humanitarian efforts. While the UN has supported and advanced humanitarian uses 

for drones, the lethal uses of drones on behalf of individual states has come under extreme scrutiny, 

with the legality of such strikes questioned under international legal norms.  

 

From a humanitarian perspective, drones have the capacity to help alleviate crises on a global 

scale. UNICEF and other humanitarian agencies have cited three primary peaceful uses for UAVs 

that show promise in terms of advancing the goals of the UN.1 Firstly, drones have the ability to 

transport necessary supplies and resources across damaged infrastructure. In conflict zones or 

regions with minimal infrastructure capacity, the use of drones greatly increases the rate at which 

aid can be transported to necessary recipients. Secondly, UAVs have advanced remote sensing 

technology and capacity. Drones can therefore be used to identify disaster areas, monitor 

humanitarian crises, and track potential environmental hazards. Finally, drones can provide 

internet connectivity to developing areas and refugee camps, which in the midst of global 

humanitarian crises can help provide normalcy, maintain communications, and increase capacity 

building on the ground.  

 

In spite of the promise of peaceful UAV uses, the prospect of drones as a tool of warfare is 

considered by some to outweigh the potential benefits. While the use of drones in warfare can 

eliminate the human risk for militaries in dangerous situations, the overall death tolls resulting 

from drone strikes include not just military targets, but also civilian casualties. In 2017, more than 

15,000 civilians were killed by explosive weapons, a marked 42% increase since 2016 primarily 

attributed to a rise in air strikes in the Middle East.2 The United States has even further increased 

its drone strikes to almost 5 times as many per year. With this marked increase, the CIA is no 

longer required to report civilian casualties from drone strikes, which makes reporting accurate 

 
1  “Feature: Does drone technology hold promise for the UN?” UN News. 
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numbers more difficult.3 While civilians have never been the intended target of drone strikes, the 

unnecessary casualties may be in violation of international law.  

 

The Geneva Conventions form the core principles of humanitarian law within armed conflict, and 

much of the controversy surrounding UAV airstrikes is centered in the Geneva principles. The 

principle of distinguishing between combatants and non-combatants is considered critical to the 

laws of conduct within hostilities, and thus should be taken into account when considering the 

use of drones. Common Article 3(1) of Geneva IV states that “persons taking no active part in the 

hostilities, including members of the armed forces who have laid down their arms...shall in all 

circumstances be treated humanely.”4 Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions further 

defines distinctions between civilian and military objectives in times of warfare; international law 

actively protects civilians during hostilities. The Rome Statute of the ICC supports the same 

principles, which places speculation on the legality of drone strikes.5 

 

Advances in UAV technology in recent years have foreshadowed eventual proliferation of drone 

technology, which has the potential to be used in a lethal manner by state and non-state actors. At 

the same time, drone technology could be altered to support biological, chemical, or radioactive 

substances, which would present further problems in terms of the international legal regime. For 

states engaged in hostilities, drones represent a lower-risk alternative to conventional military 

force, however the same concept falls in opposition to Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, which 

actively prohibits and reduces the incentive for “the threat or use of force.”6 Further threats to 

international peace and stability posed by the use of UAVs include extrajudicial killings, misuse 

by governments and terrorist groups, and a lack of transparency mechanisms due to the inherent 

secrecy involved in the use of drones.  

 

Past International Action  

Currently, there are no specific international legal treaties pertaining to the use of UAVs, which 

adds to the necessity of creating a set of norms. The foundational legal documents pertaining to 

warfare, which are most applicable in the case of the use of UAVs, including the Charter of the 

UN, the Geneva Conventions and their Additional Protocols, and customary legal norms that 

constitute the general consensus on what is acceptable during active hostilities. In the case of 

UAVs, the most problematic aspects of international law are the accepted definitions of “armed 

attacks,” “imminence,” “necessity,” and “proportionality.”7 While the UN universally condemns 

“the threat or use of force,” self-defense is not illegal under international law as long as the 

response is necessary and proportional in conjunction with an existing imminent threat to a 

state’s security. However, there is no pre-existing international quantification for the use of 
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drones within this framework.  

 

Recognizing the necessity of international guidelines for the use of UAVs, in 2018 the United 

Nations Institute for Disarmament Research hosted an event titled “The Expanding Use of Armed 

UAVs and the Need for International Standards.”8 This was co-hosted by the embassies of 

Germany and the Netherlands, as well as two NGOs: PAX and the Stimson Center. This event 

highlighted the issues resulting from the absence of any coherent or guiding principles on the use 

of armed drones.  

 

While there is a lack of a foundational legal framework in respect to the use of drones, the United 

Nations Human Rights Council has called upon UN member states to take action to regulate the 

use of drones in armed conflict. In 2014, the UNHRC approved a resolution entitled “Ensuring 

use of remotely piloted aircraft or armed drones in counter-terrorism and military operations in 

accordance with international law, including international human rights and humanitarian law.” 

The overall goal of the treaty, which centers around regulation, is to ensure state transparency in 

the undertaking of drone operations, which would create greater global accountability in the 

international legal sphere.9 

 

Aside from working toward creating greater global regulations for the use of drones in order to 

preserve human rights norms, the United Nations has also conducted investigations into the 

legality of past uses of UAVs. In 2013, the Special Rapporteur opened an investigation into 

extraterritorial lethal counter-terrorism operations, with the overall goal of clarifying the 

international obligations of states. The report investigated 30 strikes that involved civilian 

casualties across the Middle East, and concluded that, in the case that drone strikes lead to civilian 

deaths, the individual states are responsible for gathering and analyzing information on a case-by-

case basis. The overall consensus, however, is that when carried out in compliance with 

international law UAVs “are capable of reducing the risk of civilian casualties...by significantly 

improving the situational awareness of military commanders.”10 

 

International action to reduce the risks posed by drone strikes has not been limited to the United 

Nations; in 2018, 13 NGOs released the “NGO Statement on Reported Changed to U.S. Policy 

on Use of Armed Drones and Other Lethal Force,” noting overall concern with the use of UAVs 

in armed conflict. The NGOs cited four primary contemporary concerns: (1) unlawful targeting 

outside of armed conflict, (2) lack of clarity around capture requirements, (3) an expanded role 

of the CIA, and (4) concerns about an increase in civilian casualties and inadequate accounting, 

all of which fall under the same umbrella as UN concerns.11 Furthermore, Human Rights Watch 

and Amnesty International have both publicly accused the U.S. of violating international law 

during drone strikes in Pakistan, which helps to set a precedent for questioning the indiscriminate 
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use of drone attacks to reduce active military presence during hostilities.  

 

The Sustainable Development Goals provide a framework for the UN to work toward creating a 

greater global community by 2030. Contemporary uses of UAVs should be most highly considered 

under the context of SDG 16, which seeks to "build effective, accountable, and inclusive 

institutions at all levels.”12 Under the guidance of SDG 16, the international community should 

work to limit the proliferation of drone technology to state and non-state actors, as well as increase 

state accountability in an effort to reduce the annual number of civilian casualties.  

 

Possible Solutions  

While it is evident that the international community has brought into question the legality of drone 

strikes, especially with regard to widespread civilian casualties, little has been done to fully 

regulate the use of drones in active hostilities. At the same time, the benefits of the use of UAVs 

in the realm of humanitarian aid and efforts must be taken into consideration. If drones are fully 

regulated or eliminated, the international community could risk heightened aid delivery times, 

limited ability to monitor environmental hazards or catastrophes, and a decreased ability to provide 

necessary services to at-risk populations, including refugees. Solutions that could be undertaken 

in order to prevent the contemporary risks posed by UAVs, however, include increased global 

transparency mechanisms, strengthening safe passage laws for humanitarian and medical workers, 

and creating stronger regimes for the non-proliferation of UAV technology.  

 

The risks posed by the use of UAVs in hostilities could be greatly reduced annually by increasing 

transparency and regulation on a global scale. The United Nations Institute for Disarmament 

Research has pointed out a lack of consistency in terms of the definitions of UAVs across regions, 

and thus through the creation of a uniform definition, the international community could better 

regulate drones on a global scale. In the same vein, distinctions between armed and unarmed 

drones could aid international lawmakers in decreasing the risks posed by UAVs while 

simultaneously increasing humanitarian benefits. States should also be encouraged to share more 

information related to policies, practices, and usages of UAVs in order to increase the 

transparency of operations while in tandem maintaining the secrecy of covert operations.13 

 

Alongside increasing state transparency in the realm of UAV operations, increasing protections 

for civilians and medical personnel on the ground will be critical to creating an international legal 

regime with regards to the use of drones. The United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan 

has recently established a mechanism for tracking civilian deaths during contemporary 

hostilities.14 The same system could be replicated across the Middle East in an effort to analyze 

trends and therefore eliminate the primary causes of unnecessary casualties during UAV strikes. 

States, in conjunction with NGOs, must also work to undertake greater efforts on the ground to 
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protect at-risk populations through capacity building. These populations would include refugees, 

humanitarian actors and personnel, and peacekeepers, who are necessary in efforts toward conflict 

cessation.  

 

The creation of stronger regimes to promote non-proliferation of UAV technology will also be 

critical in terms of limiting unnecessary strikes and preventing non-state actors from gaining 

access to these weapons systems. Mandated provision of information related to transfers and 

holdings of UAVs on a state by state basis could limit the chances of drones falling into the 

hands of dangerous actors. At the same time, the international community should consider 

increasing export and import guidelines for UAVs. In 2015, the U.S. issued an export policy 

mandating that all recipients of U.S. manufactured military drones adhere to “principles of 

proper use.”15 The replication of such a doctrine on a global scale, in line with pre-existing 

treaties on the transfers of other kinds of arms and military weapons, could limit drone 

proliferation in the future.  

 

If contemporary international norms related to UAVs are unaddressed, the chances that civilian 

casualties will increase on an annual scale and that such weapons will technologically evolve to 

pose a greater risk to mankind should not be underestimated. While crafting solutions, however, 

delegates must keep in mind the potential positive uses for drones, including humanitarian, 

surveillance, and, if used correctly, an ability to limit the risk of full military engagements on the 

ground.  

 

Further Reading  

UN  

● The Geneva Conventions and Their Additional Protocols  

● Study on Unmanned Aerial Vehicles  

● UN SRCT Drone Inquiry  

● The Use of Drones in Armed Conflict  

● Drone Transparency and Accountability  

NGO  

● Human Rights Watch: Targeted Killings and Drones  

● NGO Statement  

● Amnesty International Briefing  

 

Worksheet Questions  

1. What are some of the risks posed by UAVs? Some of the benefits?  

2. What is the foundational international treaty with respect to the law of conduct during 

hostilities?  

3. Which SDG is most closely related to combatting the risks posed by drone strikes?  

4. How many civilians were killed by explosive weapons in 2017? 

5. In 2015, which country issued an export policy mandating that all drone recipients 

adhere to “principles of proper use”?  
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