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Abstract 

The proliferation of Lethal Autonomous Weapon Systems (LAWS) in contemporary counterterrorism operations 
presents unprecedented challenges to international legal frameworks. This article examines the complex intersection 
of autonomous weapons technology and international law, particularly focusing on accountability mechanisms in 
counterterrorism contexts. Through a comprehensive analysis of existing legal frameworks, regulatory approaches, and 
accountability gaps, this study reveals significant inadequacies in current international law concerning autonomous 
weapons deployment. The research synthesizes recent scholarly developments and proposes recommendations for 
addressing these critical legal challenges. 

Keywords: Autonomous weapon systems; International humanitarian law; Counterterrorism; Accountability; 
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1. Introduction

The development of the autonomous weapon system is a game changer in contemporary warfare and counter terrorism 
activities. The granting of more autonomy of choice of targets to engage, and of engagement decisions, gives rise to 
fundamental questions of legal responsibility in international law (Grut, 2013; Asaro, 2012). The use of autonomous 
weapons in counter terrorism scenarios is especially problematic as such scenarios require a sophisticated operational 
background, and due diligence is necessary in distinguishing the combatants and the civilians. 

The advent of recent innovations in the field of artificial intelligence and robotics has increased the pace of their 
integration into the armed forces, leading to a  situation where multilateral regulation is possible but hard and necessary 
at the same time (Kleffner, 2022).  

The intersection of these technologies with counterterrorism operations introduces additional complexity, as such 
operations often occur in asymmetric conflict scenarios where traditional international humanitarian law principles 
face practical challenges. 
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Figure 1 Evolution of Autonomous Weapon Systems Technology and Autonomy Levels 

This article addresses the critical gap in legal accountability frameworks by examining how international law applies to 
autonomous weapons in counterterrorism operations. The analysis encompasses international humanitarian law, 
international criminal law, and emerging regulatory frameworks, while proposing solutions to bridge existing 
accountability gaps. 

2. Theoretical Framework and Definitions 

2.1. Defining Autonomous Weapon Systems 

The nomenclature of the autonomous weapon systems is disputed in the international law arena. According to the 
International Committee of the Red Cross (2021), armored weapons are weapons that select and attack targets without 
the subsequent involvement of humans. This definition, however, represents a continuum of ranges of autonomy: 
systems that are human-supervised and entirely autonomous systems. 

For purposes of this analysis, we adopt a functional definition that considers autonomous weapon systems as platforms 
capable of: 

• Target identification and selection without direct human control. 
• Engagement decisions based on pre-programmed parameters. 
• Operational adaptation to changing battlefield conditions. 
• Multi-target processing capabilities in complex environments 

2.2. Counterterrorism Context 

Counterterrorism operations present unique challenges for autonomous weapons deployment due to several factors: 

The nature of the terrorist attacks being asymmetrical frequently involves immediate response measures that an 
autonomous system may be able to deliver. Nevertheless, the nature of the area in which counterterrorism activities 
are usually implemented increases the prospect of indiscriminate damage considering the high densities of the civil 
population. Legal compliance and protection of civilians have been shown to be key in determining the success of such 
measures as Ike, Antonopoulos, and Singh (2022) reveal in their systematic review of how the community views 
terrorism and government attempts to fight it back. 
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Table 1 Autonomous Weapons Deployment in Counterterrorism Contexts 

Operational Environment Autonomy Level Legal Challenges Accountability Gaps 

Urban Counterterrorism Human-supervised Distinction principle Command responsibility 

Border Security Human-delegated Proportionality assessment Individual accountability 

Maritime Patrol Semi-autonomous Precautionary obligations State responsibility 

Critical Infrastructure Fully autonomous Verification requirements Criminal liability 

Source: Compiled from Christie et al. (2024) and McFarland (2022) 

3. International Legal Framework 

3.1. International Humanitarian Law Principles 

In applying the international humanitarian law (IHL) to autonomous weapons in counterterrorism operations, there 
are a number of fundamental principles that pose serious implementation challenges. A detailed discussion of the 
viability of autonomous weapons and IHL is presented by Winter (2022), who highlights major areas of concern. 

3.1.1. Distinction Principle 

The principle of distinction stipulates that there be a separation between civilians and combatants by the parties in a 
conflict. Autonomous systems have to prove that they can make this basic differentiation in the intricate arenas that are 
commonplace in countering terrorist activities. 

As Jain (2022) argues, the regulation of autonomous military capabilities under international law must ensure that these 
systems can adequately identify legitimate military targets. 

The challenges in implementing distinction through autonomous systems include: 

• Contextual interpretation of civilian behavior in conflict zones. 
• Dynamic threat assessment in rapidly changing situations. 
• Cultural and environmental factors affecting target identification. 
• Technology limitations in distinguishing combatant status 

3.1.2. Proportionality and Precautionary Measures 

Proportionality and Measures of Precaution. The proportionality principle demands that possible military benefits of 
an assault must exceed the possible harm that might be caused to civilians. Autonomous systems will be required to be 
able to fulfill the real-time proportionality assessment task which in human-based practice involves the consideration 
of a variety of situational variables  . 
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Figure 2 International Humanitarian Law Compliance Framework for Autonomous Weapons 

3.2. Command Responsibility and Individual Accountability 

The doctrine of command responsibility presents significant challenges in the context of autonomous weapons 
deployment. McFarland (2022) examines minimum levels of human intervention in autonomous attacks, highlighting 
the tension between operational efficiency and legal accountability. The traditional framework of command 
responsibility assumes a clear chain of human decision-making that may be disrupted by autonomous systems. 

Gunawan, Aulawi, Anggriawan, and Putro (2022) analyze command responsibility for autonomous weapons under 
international humanitarian law, identifying several critical issues: 

3.2.1. Individual-Level Accountability Challenges: 

• Temporal disconnect between programming and execution. 
• Operational complexity in multi-layered autonomous systems. 
• Causal attribution difficulties in autonomous decision-making. 
• Intent determination in pre-programmed systems 

3.2.2. Command-Level Responsibility Issues: 

• Effective control over autonomous operations. 
• Knowledge requirements for emerging autonomous behaviors. 
• Prevention duties in autonomous system deployment. 
• Punishment obligations for autonomous system failures 
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4. Accountability Gaps in Current International Law 

4.1. The Problem of the "Accountability Gap" 

The deployment of autonomous weapons in counterterrorism operations creates what Christie et al. (2024) describe as 
fundamental challenges in explainability and traceability. These challenges manifest as accountability gaps where 
traditional legal frameworks fail to adequately address the unique characteristics of autonomous systems. 

Khalil and Raj (2024) argue that the deployment of autonomous weapon systems in warfare requires a comprehensive 
reformulation of international criminal law to address accountability gaps. Their analysis reveals several dimensions of 
the accountability challenge: 

Table 2 Accountability Frameworks and Their Limitations 

Legal Framework Scope of 
Application 

Primary Limitations Proposed Solutions 

International Criminal 
Law 

Individual liability Intent requirements for 
autonomous actions 

Strict liability provisions 

State Responsibility State-level 
accountability 

Attribution challenges Enhanced due diligence 
standards 

International 
Humanitarian Law 

Conduct of hostilities Human judgment requirements Modified distinction 
criteria 

Administrative Law Regulatory 
compliance 

Technology-specific gaps Adaptive regulatory 
frameworks 

Source: Adapted from Sergeev (2024) and Khalil & Raj (2024) 

4.2. Criminal Law Challenges 

The application of international criminal law to autonomous weapons presents unprecedented challenges. Sergeev 
(2024) identifies several inadequacies in international law regarding lethal autonomous weapon systems, particularly 
concerning collateral damage and accountability mechanisms. 

The difficulties are:  

• Mens Rea Requirements: In the traditional criminal law, criminal intent has to be proved, and this raises a 
dilemma when it comes to conferring lethal decisions made by independent systems, due to algorithmic 
processes but not human intent.  

• Discontinuous Causal Chain: There is a definite time and functional gap between the human programming and 
the independent action taking away the traditional understandings of causation in criminal law. 

• Command Structure Complexity: Modern autonomous systems may operate within complex command 
structures that obscure traditional notions of superior responsibility. 
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Figure 3 Accountability Gap Analysis in Autonomous Weapons Systems 

5. Regulatory Approaches and Emerging Frameworks 

5.1. National Regulatory Developments 

The United States has been at  the forefront working on a regulatory framework to be implemented on autonomous 
weapons. In this paper, Barbosa (2023) analyzes the 2023 U.S. Directive on Autonomy in Weapon Systems in detail, 
pinpointing the main highlights and possible impacts on the international debate. The directive has put in place a 
number of significant principles.  

• Meaningful human control requirements for lethal autonomous functions. 
• Verification and validation standards for autonomous weapon systems. 
• Testing and evaluation protocols before deployment. 
• Chain of responsibility documentation for autonomous operations 

Such developments are considered to be a great step towards national level regulation but international adoption is not 
bound to happen. The international institutional responses to the symptoms, triggers, and causes of symptomatic events 
are now given. The International Committee of the Red Cross (2021) has come up with a position paper on autonomous 
weapon systems, who suggest human control over the targeting decisions. This standpoint affects the current 
negotiations on the discussion of a ban on certain conventional guns over at the Convention on Certain Conventional 
Weapons (CCW) and in other venues. 

Key institutional positions include: 

5.1.1. ICRC Position: 

• Prohibition of fully autonomous weapons 
• Maintenance of meaningful human control 
• Accountability mechanism requirements 
• Victim protection priorities 

5.1.2. UN Positions: 

• Call for a moratorium on fully autonomous systems 
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• Support for international treaty development 
• Emphasis on humanitarian protection 
• Technology assessment mechanisms 

5.2. Weapons Review Mechanisms 

Copeland, Liivoja, and Sanders (2023) examine the utility of weapons reviews in addressing concerns raised by 
autonomous weapon systems. Their analysis reveals both the potential and limitations of existing review mechanisms 
in ensuring legal compliance. 

Table 3 Weapons Review Mechanisms and Autonomous Systems 

Review Stage Legal Requirements Technical Challenges Effectiveness Rating 

Design Phase IHL compliance verification Algorithm transparency Moderate 

Testing Phase Operational validation Scenario complexity High 

Deployment Phase Field performance monitoring Real-time assessment Low 

Post-Incident Accountability determination Causal attribution Very Low 

Source: Adapted from Copeland et al. (2023) and Christie et al. (2024) 

 

Figure 4 Regulatory Framework Development Timeline 

6. Implications for Counterterrorism Operations 

6.1. Operational Challenges 

The deployment of autonomous weapons in counterterrorism operations presents unique challenges that differ 
significantly from conventional warfare scenarios. These operations typically occur in civilian-populated areas, involve 
non-state actors employing asymmetric tactics, and require rapid response capabilities while maintaining strict 
adherence to international legal standards. 
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Ivanov, Korzhenyak, and Lapikhina (2021) examine lethal autonomous weapons systems and international law from a 
Russian perspective, highlighting the operational complexity of implementing international legal standards in diverse 
operational contexts. Their analysis reveals several key operational considerations: 

6.1.1. Urban Environment Challenges: 

• Civilian proximity requiring enhanced discrimination capabilities. 
• Infrastructure complexity affecting target identification algorithms. 
• Collateral damage assessment in dense population centers. 
• Cultural sensitivity requirements for algorithm training 

6.1.2. Asymmetric Threat Responses: 

• Irregular combatant identification through autonomous systems. 
• Adaptive enemy tactics challenging pre-programmed responses. 
• Multi-domain operationsrequiring integrated autonomous capabilities. 
• Intelligence integration for real-time threat assessment 

6.2. Legal Compliance in Practice 

The practical implementation of international legal standards through autonomous systems presents significant 
technical and operational challenges. Walker-Munro (2024) examines whether autonomous weapon systems can be 
seized under the law of prize and war booty, revealing additional complexity layers in legal compliance. 

Table 4 Legal Compliance Challenges in Counterterrorism Operations 

Operational Scenario Primary Legal Challenge Technical 
Requirements 

Current Capability Gap 

Hostage Rescue Proportionality 
assessment 

Real-time risk calculation Algorithm precision 

Border Interdiction Distinction between 
threats 

Multi-sensor fusion Context interpretation 

Critical Infrastructure 
Protection 

Precautionary measures Environmental 
awareness 

Situational 
understanding 

Urban Pursuit Operations Civilian harm 
minimization 

Predictive modeling Behavioral analysis 

Source: Synthesized from McFarland (2022) and Winter (2022) 

7. Emerging Solutions and Recommendations 

7.1. Legal Framework Reform 

The existing international legal framework requires substantial reform to address the challenges posed by autonomous 
weapons in counterterrorism operations. Perrin (2025) identifies growing momentum towards a new international 
treaty for lethal autonomous weapons systems, representing a potential pathway for comprehensive legal reform. 

Key reform areas include: 

7.1.1. International Criminal Law Adaptations: 

• Strict liability provisions for autonomous weapons deployment failures. 
• Enhanced due diligence standards for military commanders. 
• Technology-specific intent requirements addressing algorithmic decision-making. 
• Collective responsibility mechanisms for multi-actor autonomous operations 

7.1.2. International Humanitarian Law Modifications: 

• Algorithmic distinction requirements with specific technical standards. 
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• Proportionality calculation protocols for autonomous systems. 
• Precautionary measure automation with human oversight requirements. 
• Verification and validation standards for autonomous weapons deployment 

 

Figure 5 Proposed Legal Framework for Autonomous Weapons Accountability 

7.2. Technical Solutions 

Addressing the accountability gap requires not only legal reform but also technological solutions that enhance the 
traceability and explainability of autonomous weapons systems. Christie et al. (2024) emphasize the importance of 
technical measures in supporting legal accountability mechanisms. 

7.2.1. Key Technical Requirements: 

• Decision Audit Trails: Comprehensive logging of autonomous decision-making processes. 
• Explainable AI Implementation: Transparent algorithmic reasoning capabilities. 
• Real-time Monitoring Systems: Continuous oversight of autonomous operations. 
• Fail-Safe Mechanisms: Automatic disengagement protocols for legal compliance failures 

Table 5 Technical Solutions for Legal Accountability 

Technical Solution Legal Function Implementation Challenges Current Maturity Level 

Decision Audit Trails Evidence preservation Data volume and storage Medium 

Explainable AI Legal reasoning Algorithm complexity Low 

Real-time Monitoring Ongoing compliance Processing speed Medium 
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Fail-Safe Mechanisms Error prevention False positive rates High 

Human Override Systems Meaningful control Response time requirements High 

Source: Synthesized from Christie et al. (2024) and technical literature 

7.3. International Cooperation Mechanisms 

The development of effective accountability frameworks requires enhanced international cooperation mechanisms. 
Adanan, Handmaker, and Arts (2022) examine the mobilization of international law for global justice, providing insights 
into collaborative approaches for addressing autonomous weapons challenges. 

7.3.1. Proposed Cooperation Mechanisms: 

• Information Sharing Protocols for autonomous weapons incidents. 
• Joint Investigation Procedures for cross-border autonomous operations. 
• Technology Assessment Consortiums for independent capability evaluation. 
• Victim Compensation Funds for autonomous weapons-related harm 

These mechanisms must address the unique challenges posed by autonomous weapons while building on existing 
international cooperation frameworks. 

8. Counterterrorism-Specific Recommendations 

8.1. Operational Guidelines 

Given the unique characteristics of counterterrorism operations, specific operational guidelines are essential for 
ensuring legal compliance in autonomous weapons deployment. These guidelines must address the dynamic, civilian-
dense environments typical of counterterrorism scenarios while maintaining operational effectiveness. 

8.1.1. Proposed Operational Standards: 

• Enhanced Human Oversight Requirements: Counterterrorism operations involving autonomous weapons 
should require enhanced human oversight given the elevated risk of civilian harm and the complexity of threat 
identification in asymmetric scenarios. 

• Contextual Adaptation Protocols: Autonomous systems deployed in counterterrorism operations must 
demonstrate enhanced capability for contextual adaptation, including cultural and environmental factors 
affecting target identification and threat assessment. 

• Real-time Legal Assessment: Integration of real-time legal assessment capabilities to ensure continuous 
compliance with international humanitarian law principles throughout operation execution. 

• Post-Incident Investigation Procedures: Mandatory comprehensive investigation protocols for all 
autonomous weapons engagements in counterterrorism operations, regardless of outcome. 

8.2. Training and Capacity Building 

The effective implementation of legal accountability frameworks requires comprehensive training and capacity building 
programs for military personnel, legal advisors, and policymakers involved in counterterrorism operations using 
autonomous weapons. 

8.2.1. Training Components: 

• Legal Framework Education covering international humanitarian law, international criminal law, and 
emerging autonomous weapons regulations. 

• Technical Systems Understanding enabling informed decision-making about autonomous weapons 
capabilities and limitations. 

• Ethical Decision-Making Frameworks for complex scenarios involving autonomous weapons in 
counterterrorism contexts. 

• Inter-agency Coordination Protocols for joint operations involving autonomous systems 
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9. Future Research Directions 

9.1. Emerging Legal Questions 

Several critical legal questions require further research and development: 

• Collective Autonomous Operations: How should legal accountability frameworks address scenarios 
involving multiple autonomous systems operating collectively in counterterrorism operations? 

• Cross-Border Autonomous Pursuits: What legal frameworks should govern autonomous weapons systems 
engaged in cross-border counterterrorism operations? 

• AI Evolution and Legal Adaptation: How can legal frameworks adapt to rapid technological changes in 
autonomous weapons capabilities? 

• Victim Rights and Remedies: What specific rights and remedies should be available to victims of autonomous 
weapons incidents in counterterrorism operations? 

9.2. Interdisciplinary Research Needs 

Addressing the challenges of autonomous weapons in counterterrorism requires interdisciplinary research combining 
legal scholarship, technical research, and operational analysis. Key research priorities include: 

• Empirical Studies of autonomous weapons deployment in counterterrorism contexts. 
• Comparative Legal Analysis of national regulatory approaches. 
• Technical-Legal Integration research addressing the gap between technical capabilities and legal 

requirements. 
• Victim Impact Studies examining the humanitarian consequences of autonomous weapons deployment 

As Rigney (2024) suggests in her analysis of building an abolition movement for international criminal law, 
comprehensive research must consider both the technical and humanitarian dimensions of autonomous weapons 
deployment. 

10. Conclusion 

The deployment of autonomous weapon systems in counterterrorism operations presents unprecedented challenges to 
international legal frameworks, creating significant accountability gaps that demand comprehensive reform. This 
analysis has revealed that existing international humanitarian law, international criminal law, and regulatory 
frameworks are inadequate for addressing the unique characteristics of autonomous systems in counterterrorism 
contexts. 

The accountability gap emerges from multiple sources: the temporal and operational distance between human 
programming and autonomous execution disrupts traditional concepts of criminal responsibility; the complexity of 
autonomous decision-making challenges established principles of command responsibility; and the technical opacity of 
many autonomous systems undermines the explainability required for legal accountability. 

Current regulatory approaches, while representing important first steps, remain insufficient for addressing these 
challenges. The 2023 U.S. Directive on Autonomy in Weapon Systems and ongoing discussions at the Convention on 
Certain Conventional Weapons demonstrate growing recognition of these issues but fall short of providing 
comprehensive solutions. 

The counterterrorism context exacerbates these challenges due to the civilian-dense environments, asymmetric threat 
scenarios, and rapid response requirements typical of such operations. Traditional international humanitarian law 
principles of distinction, proportionality, and precautionary measures face particular implementation challenges when 
applied through autonomous systems in counterterrorism scenarios. 

This analysis proposes a comprehensive framework for addressing these challenges through: 

• Legal Framework Reform encompassing enhanced criminal law provisions, modified international 
humanitarian law standards, and new accountability mechanisms adapted to autonomous systems. 

• Technical Solutions including decision audit trails, explainable AI implementation, and real-time monitoring 
systems to support legal accountability requirements. 
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• International Cooperation Mechanisms providing frameworks for information sharing, joint investigations, 
and victim compensation across borders. 

• Operational Guidelines specifically tailored to counterterrorism contexts, emphasizing enhanced human 
oversight, contextual adaptation, and comprehensive investigation procedures. 

The path forward requires coordinated efforts across multiple domains. Legal scholars, technical experts, military 
practitioners, and policymakers must collaborate to develop solutions that preserve operational effectiveness while 
ensuring accountability and protecting civilian populations. 

The growing momentum toward an international treaty on lethal autonomous weapons systems, as identified by Perrin 
(2025), represents a critical opportunity for comprehensive reform. However, successful implementation will require 
not only formal legal instruments but also the technical capabilities, institutional mechanisms, and operational 
procedures necessary to translate legal principles into practical compliance. 

The stakes of this challenge extend beyond legal compliance to fundamental questions about human control over lethal 
force and the protection of civilian populations in an age of increasing technological automation. As autonomous 
weapons systems become more prevalent in counterterrorism operations, the international community must act 
decisively to ensure that technological advancement serves rather than undermines the fundamental principles of 
international humanitarian law and human dignity. 

The recommendations presented in this analysis provide a roadmap for addressing these challenges, but their 
implementation will require sustained commitment from the international community. Only through comprehensive 
reform encompassing legal, technical, and operational dimensions can we ensure that autonomous weapons systems 
serve as tools for legitimate security objectives while maintaining the accountability structures essential for the 
protection of human rights and the rule of law. 
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