
 

DISEC: 
 
Topic: Control of the usage of Unmanned 
Combat Air Vehicles  

I. General Information 
In  simple description, an unmanned air vehicle (UAV), commonly known as “drone”,  is a 

remotely piloted aircraft controlled by specially qualified team of military pilots or 

completely guided by a computer program. To clarify, an unmanned combat air vehicle is 

simply an UAV equipped with certain arming systems, in most cases containing air-to-surface 

missiles. Those airborne weapons allow countries’ Air Forces to easily decimate physical 

targets as well as human ones. 

What distinguishes UCAVs from other airpower systems is that their combat operations’ 

usage poses absolutely no risk to the human pilot’s life, allowing to carry through risky 

operations deeply in enemy’s territory. 

Another advantage is that those air vehicles are able to remain airborne much longer when 

compared to traditional aircrafts. That makes a use of UAVs or UCAVs highly beneficial for 

surveillance purposes, allowing intelligence and military services to inspect large geographic 

areas for extended periods of time. 

II. Historical Background 
While for many it is not obvious, especially when they are still considered as a modern 

high-tech industry, UCAVs’ history begins, as some reports says, during a Venice revolt. It is 

mentioned that Austria used unmanned, bomb-filled balloons to attack Republic of San 

Marco in March 1848. Today seen drones started innovation in early 1900s however the first 

modern battlefield UAV, due to its data-link system, endurance-loitering and live video 

streaming, was the Israeli Sadiron Mastiff which first flew in 1973. It is also worth to mention 

words of USAF General George S. Brown, Commander, Air Force Systems Command in 1972, 

“The only reason we need UAVs is that we don’t want to needlessly expend the man in the 

cockpit”. 

III. Last Events 
Nowadays the USA holds the title of the undisputed leader both in  development and use of 

UCAVs, complete non-life-risking and unique advantages of these machines for conducting 

combat operations has attracted the interest of many other states. As much as other 



 

countries are investing their resources in drones production it is highly unlikely that US 

predominance in this field will be rivaled as it is projected to account for 62 percent of all 

drone research and development and 55 percent of all procurement over this time period. 

The American companies Northrop Grumman and General Atomics Aeronautical Systems are 

currently dominating worldwide drone manufacturing, controlling 39.5 percent and 24.9 

percent of the market respectively. No other company has more than three percent of 

market share.  

The United States has prohibited selling UCAVs to states like Pakistan, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, 

and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) that have requested the technology, although it has 

made exceptions for the UK, and possibly Italy. After the United States, Israel has the most 

developed and varied drone capabilities: According to the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (SIPRI), Israel was responsible for 41 per cent of drones exported between 

2001 and 2011. Israel reportedly sold the Harop, a shortrange attack drone, to France, 

Germany, Turkey, and India. 

In 2013 it was reported that UAVs were used by not less than 50 countries, some of which 

made their own: for example, Iran, Israel and China. 

IV. Previous Attempts To Resolve The Issue 
On November 15 2002, just  12 days after the first U.S. non-battlefield targeted killing 

against six suspected al Qaeda affiliates in Yemen, the UN special rapporteur on 

extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions, Asma Jahangir, wrote to the United States 

and Yemen "requesting their comments" on the widely-reported missile strike.  

She warned: 

 The Special Rapporteur is extremely concerned that should the information received be 

accurate, an alarming precedent might have been set for extrajudicial execution by consent 

of Government. The Special Rapporteur acknowledges that Governments have a 

responsibility to protect their citizens against the excesses of non-State actors or other 

authorities, but these actions must be taken in accordance with international human rights 

and humanitarian law. In the opinion of the Special Rapporteur, the attack in Yemen 

constitutes a clear case of extrajudicial killing. 

Five months later, the Office of the Legal Advisor of the United States Department of State 

responded by noting what body of international law should apply, and why targeted killings 

were outside the purview of the special rapporteur: 

 International humanitarian law is the applicable law in armed conflict and governs the use 

of force against legitimate military targets. Accordingly, the law to be applied in the context 

of an armed conflict to determine whether an individual was arbitrarily deprived of his or her 

life is the law and customs of war. Under that body of law, enemy combatants may be 



 

attacked unless they have surrendered or are otherwise rendered hors de combat. Al Qaida 

terrorists who continue to plot attacks against the United States may be lawful subjects of 

armed attack in appropriate circumstances. For the foregoing reasons, the Commission and 

Special Rapporteur lack competence to address issues of this nature arising under the law of 

armed conflict. 

On 28 October 2009, Jahangir’s successor as United Nations Special Rapporteur on 

Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary executions, Philip Alston, presented a report to the Third 

Committee Social, Humanitarian and Cultural of the General Assembly arguing that the use 

of unmanned combat air vehicles for targeted killings should be regarded as a breach of 

international law unless states can demonstrate appropriate precautions and accountability 

mechanisms are in place. 

Additional questions: 
1. Do states using UCAVs violate the imperatives of international law concerning the 

protection of civilians? 

2. Should unmanned combat air vehicles be banned? 

3. Should the UN stop states like Pakistan, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and UAE from obtaining 

UCAV technology and  what measures must be taken to achieve it? 


