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Brief PointsContemporary military technologies 
raise political, ethical and legal ques-
tions that stretch beyond the opera-
tional dynamics of the battlefield. 
For this reason, their regulation is a 
matter of international diplomacy to 
which armed forces, governments, 
international institutions, and civil 
society should contribute. In this 
context, Norway is faced with mul-
tiple challenges and opportunities. 
Whereas the lack of efficient regula-
tion poses operational challenges and 
increases security risks, it also cre-
ates an opportunity for the country 
to step-up its arms control diplomacy. 
But how should this happen? What 
are the key issues at stake? This poli-
cy brief summarizes the discussions 
held at a webinar jointly organized in 
June 2021 by PRIO and the European 
Forum on Armed Drones.
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• Norway’s policy on military AI and 
LAWS remains ambiguous and overly 
cautious, with the country failing to 
take a clear stand in international fora 
on regulating and/or banning these 
technologies.

• Caught in a NATO context where 
some of its allies are not willing to ef-
fectively regulate AI-based weapons – 
and where the Russian threat remains 
a concern – Norway has not taken a 
leadership role in international regula-
tion efforts.

• Diplomatic progress has been hin-
dered by a myriad of challenges, 
including definitional ambiguities, as 
well as structural issues related to the 
requirements to adopt legal outcomes 
at the CCW in Geneva.

• The current regulatory vacuum cre-
ates significant security risks, but also 
generates opportunities for an active 
Norwegian arms control diplomacy.

Nora Kristine Stai Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)

Bruno Oliveira Martins Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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Introduction

Some of today’s military technologies raise 
political, ethical, and legal challenges both for 
the armed forces and for society at large. Rising 
effectively to these challenges requires that both 
civil society and political actors participate in 
debates with the military in defining a legal, 
ethical, and just use of new technologies.

Technologies have an impact in society that is 
not always easy to anticipate. Contemporary 
civil-military relations are characterized by a 
growing importance of dual-use technologies 
and by a participation of civilian R&D environ-
ments in the development of technology that 
ends up having a military use. Today, it is more 
common that civilian technology is used in a 
military context (spin in) than the opposite (spin 
off). These dynamics have generated a number 
of regulatory initiatives in different states and 
international organizations that Norway par-
ticipates in and engages with, namely the UN, 
NATO and the EU.

On 9 June 2021, PRIO and the European Forum 
on Armed Drones (EFAD) organized a webinar 
on Norway’s policy on drones, artificial intel-
ligence, and military technologies. The speak-
ers for this event were Ilaria Carrozza (Senior 
Researcher at PRIO), Gerald Kador Folkvord 
(Political Advisor at Amnesty International 
Norway), Gregory Reichberg (Research 
Professor at PRIO), Henrik Syse (Research 
Professor at PRIO and Bjørknes College), and 
Richard Moyes (Managing Director at Article 
36, a nonprofit organization focused on re-
ducing harm of weapons). The debate was 
introduced and moderated by Bruno Oliveira 
Martins, Senior Researcher at PRIO and a par-
ticipant in EFAD since 2016. These speakers 
mapped the current state of Norwegian policy 
on disruptive military technologies and the in-
ternational context in which the country’s policy 
continues to develop, as well as the conceptual 
and regulatory issues which have defined the 
international debate until now.

China, Russia, and the AI Race

Launching the webinar presentations, Ilaria 
Carrozza outlined the current international se-
curity environment, highlighting the relevance 
of recent developments in China and Russia 
with regard to NATO policy more broadly, and 
Norwegian policy on military technologies, 

specifically. Carrozza, an expert on artificial 
intelligence (AI) and Chinese foreign policy, 
discussed the ways in which states invest in dis-
ruptive military technologies with adversarial 
intent. Drawing on the examples of Russian 
and Chinese investments in, and development 
of, new military technologies, Carrozza argued 
that this expansive focus on emerging technolo-
gies is of immediate concern to Norwegian 
policymakers.

In recent years, Russia has increased its fo-
cus on AI technology as a tool of information 
warfare, in the hope that this will compensate 
for the country’s inferiority when it comes to 
conventional weapons. With Russia’s national 
strategy prioritizing technological indepen-
dence, Russia has made a significant attempt to 
join the group of world leaders in the military 
technological realm. In the run up to the UN 
Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons 
(or CCW – a convention whose objective is to 
ban or restrict the use of specific types of weap-
ons that are considered to cause unnecessary or 
unjustifiable suffering to combatants or to af-
fect civilians indiscriminately) the country has 
publicly stated that it strongly rejects any ban 
on lethal autonomous weapon systems (LAWS), 
which has impeded international regulatory 
efforts. Over the last few years, China, in turn, 
has become a leading country within AI devel-
opment and has steered its national strategy 
towards a military-civil integration policy which 
gives it a distinct advantage in the development 
of military technologies. It is likely the case for 
both these countries that their technological 
abilities extend beyond what is publicly known, 
with both China and Russia operating with dis-
tinctly closed information systems regarding se-
curity matters. With these developments, the in-
ternational regulation of autonomous weapons 
and other disruptive military technologies is a 
topic of relevance more than ever before. In light 
of Norway’s central geographical positioning in 
the Arctic, as well as the country’s membership 
in NATO, these issues are of particular concern 
for Norwegian policy on disruptive military 
technologies.

Calling for Greater Regulation

Yet the growing interest in, and development of, 
AI-based weapon systems is not just a concern 
from the perspective of NATO countries. The 
development of these technologies has been 
cited as a serious human rights issue by a variety 

of different actors. Gerald Kador Folkvord ex-
panded upon this growing concern about the 
unregulated development of disruptive military 
technologies, stressing the impact of these tech-
nologies on human rights. The growing digitali-
zation of warfare – whether through autonomous 
weapon systems or other technologies – reflects 
broader developments within the last decades 
wherein the rules of international law have 
become increasingly blurred and more difficult 
to operationalize. Importantly, the use of robot-
ics in warfare has raised concerns surrounding 
the lack of legal accountability when employing 
autonomous weapons. If robots, AI-systems, or 
other forms of autonomous weapons cannot, by 
definition, be held accountable for actions in war, 
then who can? This has serious implications for 
the application of international humanitarian 
law, and raises both moral and ethical issues. 
Folkvord put forth the argument that these devel-
opments are purposeful – and meant to render 
the “unclean” aspects of war invisible. According 
to Folkvord, the use of autonomous weapons 
has the effect of distancing governments from 
the violence and human suffering that have dis-
suaded states from declaring war in the past; 
with autonomous weapons, it is argued, declar-
ing war will become easier, as states do not need 
to justify putting soldiers in harm’s way.

With the plethora of legal and ethical issues 
surrounding the development and use of au-
tonomous weapons, civil society groups and 
international organizations alike are calling for 
the increased regulation of these technologies. 
While many discussions on this issue relate 
mainly to regulating the usage of AI-based 
weapon systems – systems designed specifically 
for military use – an equally concerning facet of 
AI relates to its status as “dual-use” technology. 
In the past, the majority of military innovations 
were developed for military use, and later ap-
plied in the civilian sector. Today, an increasing 
number of new technologies are developed in 
the civilian sector, and only later adapted for 
military use. This dynamic inherently neces-
sitates a level of regulation, particularly when 
it comes to the export of dual-use technology 
to countries with a history of human rights 
abuses. For instance, surveillance technology 
has been exported from the EU to countries 
such as Saudi Arabia and China. Despite the 
EU Commission’s revision of their control list 
of dual use items (No 2021/821) earlier in 2021, 
civil society organizations are calling for a 
stricter, more expansive regulatory framework. 
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Additionally, and beyond the military realm, 
security technologies used in civilian settings 
(for example by the police or by private security 
companies) can raise similar issues. Because 
of these multi-layered dynamics, the regulation 
of these technologies has become of utmost 
urgency.

What Is Autonomy – And Can We Ever 
Ban It?

Expanding such a legal framework for regulat-
ing new technologies is, however, proving more 
difficult than expected. In his presentation, 
Gregory Reichberg outlined the existing chal-
lenges in making headway in the policy debate 
on autonomous weapon systems. Reichberg not-
ed that it is difficult to ascertain exactly what it 
is that should be banned when talking about au-
tonomous weapons, making discussions on reg-
ulation efforts particularly difficult. Ultimately, 
AI is, at its core, not a weapon in itself. AI is a 
kind of software linked with sensors and other 
robotic devices that enables different sorts of 
weapon platforms to operate without the direct 
intervention of a human being. Yet beyond this 
basic definition, the very nature of AI-based au-
tonomous weapon systems is highly contested. 
From what constitutes autonomy, to whether 
this autonomy truly exists in technology today, 
there are many debates currently taking place 
within the larger discussion on limiting the use 
and development of LAWS.

In the past decade, Geneva has been the main 
arena for these debates. The UN CCW first 
introduced autonomous weapon systems as an 
issue of discussion in 2013. At the time of the 
webinar, formal negotiations were not yet un-
derway to limit or ban these weapon systems. 

The discussions that have taken place to date are 
characterized by Professor Reichberg as being 
“rife with ambiguity”. Within these discus-
sions, the debate on what is meant by autonomy 
emerges as a crucial issue. Many have attempted 
to differentiate between automated systems and 
autonomous weapon systems. There is, further-
more, substantial disagreement as to whether 
LAWS is a technology that currently exists to-
day, or whether it is a technology of the future. 
Those who believe that LAWS technology is not 
yet in use today tend to draw this distinction, 
arguing that current systems are automated, but 
not autonomous in the way we understand the 
concept. These diverging conceptualizations of 
LAWS have formed the basis of current discus-
sions in Geneva. To date, Norway has not yet 
taken a strong position on this issue, having 
stepped back from contributing meaningfully to 
efforts to limit LAWS.

Explaining Norway’s Position on 
Limiting Autonomous Weapon Systems

Despite Norway’s decision not to take a clear 
stand in Geneva, the country has made sev-
eral public statements on this issue over the 
last decade. In his presentation, Henrik Syse 
gave an overview of Norway’s public position 
on autonomous weapon systems, and evalu-
ated the content of these positions, tying in 
several conceptual issues highlighted by other 
presenters. Importantly, Syse emphasized that 
Norway is currently still in the process of devel-
oping a stance on the issue, and – similarly to 
many other countries – has struggled to draw 
conceptual and practical boundaries between 
AI-based technologies that should be banned in 
their entirety, and those that should be merely 
regulated.

In 2020, the Norwegian government introduced 
its National Strategy on Artificial Intelligence. 
This strategy stressed that any use of AI should 
be built on “ethical principles and respect for 
human rights and democracy”, though it did 
not elaborate on how this works in practice. 
Professor Syse further called attention to the 
strategy’s emphasis on “trustworthy” and “re-
sponsible” technology development and use. 
The use of these terms reflects the broader 
debate on autonomous weapon systems, which 
asks the question: if we do not fully know how 
a technology works, and what it may do, then 
how can we control it? The idea of responsibil-
ity, furthermore, is deeply connected to the 
principle on which humanitarian law is based: 
accountability for actions in war. As noted by 
several other presenters during the webinar, the 
central issue with AI-based weapon systems is 
that it is unclear who is responsible for the ac-
tions taken in these contexts, and who will be 
held accountable.

Despite Norway’s National Strategy including 
these references to important concepts which 
have defined the debate on autonomous weapon 
systems, the country’s practical responses 
to these issues can be characterized as cau-
tious. For instance, in 2020, when the draft 
for new ethical guidelines for the Norwegian 
Government Pension Fund recommended ex-
cluding companies manufacturing LAWS from 
the fund, the Norwegian Government replied 
that such a total exclusion is too broad, as the 
ethical recommendation failed to clearly define 
which systems actually fall within the definition 
of LAWS. According to the Government, this 
would exclude many systems that the country 
may want to develop. As with many other practi-
cal efforts to limit or ban the use of autonomous 
weapon systems, the lack of consensus regard-
ing the definitional boundaries of LAWS has 
been a major obstacle to making meaningful 
headway on the issue.

International Efforts: Where Do We 
Stand Now?

With these challenges in mind, have current 
international efforts to regulate autonomous 
weapon systems reached an impasse? And, if 
so, where do we go from here? Richard Moyes 
summarized the prospects for substantial prog-
ress on the development of a legal instrument 
on autonomous weapons. With civil society and 
international organizations pushing for a legal 

Meeting of Experts on Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems of CCW. Photo: UN / Jean-Marc Ferré
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PRIO
The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.

Nora Stai is a Research Assistant at PRIO, 
where she works on security technologies, 
gender aspects of the military, and civil-
military relations. Bruno Oliveira Martins is a 
Senior Researcher at PRIO, where he coordi-
nates the Security Research Group and works 
on how technological developments impact 
contemporary security practices.
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difficult through Norway’s NATO membership 
(where some of its allies are not willing to effec-
tively ban certain AI-based weapons and where 
the Russian threat remains a concern), the cur-
rent international environment demands politi-
cal and diplomatic leadership. Regulating today 
is crucial for anticipating and avoiding some of 
worst scenarios of the future.  
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instrument on autonomous weapon systems, 
Moyes expressed optimism for significant de-
velopments within the next few years. At the 
same time, he reiterated the challenges which 
have defined the current debate, arguing that, 
until recently, diverging terminology and a lack 
of fixed meanings have led to actors talking past 
each other, impeding progress both in Geneva 
and in the wider international debate.

Beyond this, the institutional structure in which 
the CCW operates brings further challenges. 
Because the CCW requires consensus among its 
members to adopt a legal outcome, substantial 
progress is particularly difficult, and this raises 
doubts as to whether the CCW can really move 
the issue forward. Moyes noted that the CCW 
has not adopted a legal outcome since 2005, 
with a number of militarized states continuing 
to block movement towards a more ambitious 
mandate. Describing Norway’s position so far as 
“quiet and non-committal”, Moyes emphasized 
the value of the Norwegian Government engag-
ing on autonomous weapons before the CCW 
Sixth Review Conference in December 2021. 
According to Moyes, doing so would strengthen 
Norway’s position to participate in the debate in 
Geneva, as well as in the broader international 
debate on regulating new military technologies.

The Way Ahead

Based on these insights, how do we foresee the 
way ahead? An important question that remains 
unanswered is whether the CCW will break out 
of this stagnation in upcoming review confer-
ences, and whether Norway will formulate a 
concrete national position on the issue in the 
months and years ahead. The new government 
in Oslo, inaugurated in October 2021, has 
indicated a willingness to revise the country’s 
position on these topics. Debates on these issues 
within Norway have been driven by a mobilized 
civil society (e.g. Grimstad 2018; Irgens et al. 
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