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All drone strikes ‘in self-defence’ should go before
Security Council, argues independent rights expert
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UN News Agnes Callamard, Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, OHCHR.

9 July 2020 | Human Rights (/en/news/topic/human-rights)

The growing use of weaponised drones risks destabilising global peace and security and
creating a “drone power club” among nations, that face no effective accountability for
deploying them as part of their “war on terror”, a senior
(https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/11/1050931) UN-appointed independent rights
expert said on Thursday.
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At the UN Human Rights Council
(https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/RegularSessions/Session44/Pages/44RegularSession.aspx) in
Geneva, Agnes Callamard, Special Rapporteur
(https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/executions/pages/agnescallamard.aspx) on extrajudicial, summary or
arbitrary executions, said that more than 100 countries have military drones and more than a third are
thought to possess the largest and deadliest autonomous weapons.

‘No red lines’ in drone warfare?

States who used them on the grounds of self-defence, “defined in a very elastic fashion” against
purported terrorists, risked creating a situation where “there will be no red lines really”, she told
journalists later.

“As more Government and non-State actors acquire armed drones and use them for targeted killing,
there is a clear danger that war will come to be seen as normal rather than the opposite of peace,” Ms.
Callamard said. “War is at risk of being normalized as a necessary companion to peace, and not its
opposite.”’

Appealing for greater regulation of the weapons, and lending her support to calls for a UN-led forum to
discuss the deployment of drones specifically, the Special Rapporteur insisted that their growing use
increased the danger of a “global conflagration”.

‘Influential States’ rewriting the rules

Such a move
was necessary
because “a
small number
of rather
influential
States” had
sought to
reinterpret the
law of self-
defence under
Article 51 of
the UN
Charter

(http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/index.html) , she explained.

She urged UN Security Council (https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/) to meet in formal session to
review and debate all such self-defence claim, before recommending that the High Commissioner for
Human Rights should produce an annual report on drone strikes casualties for the Human Rights Council
(https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Pages/Home.aspx) .
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There was now the “very real prospect that States may opt to ‘strategically’ eliminate high-ranking
military officials outside the context of a ‘known’ war”, she explained, and that they might seek to justify
the killing “on the grounds of necessity - not imminence” as the target was classified as a “terrorist who
posed a potential, undefined, future threat”.

Iranian general’s chilling death

In particular, she cited the killing by drone strike in Iraq of Iranian General Qassem Soleimanion 3
January for which the United States claimed responsibility and which she insisted was a violation of the
UN Charter.

“Targeted killings until very recently to drones had been limited to non-state actors,” she told journalists.
Until, for the first time in January 2020, a State armed drone targeted a high-level official of a foreign
State and did so on the territory of a third State”

Drone strikes were the preferred option for “decision makers and military alike for their relative
efficiency, effectiveness, adaptability, acceptability, deniability, and political gain”, the rights expert

maintained.
But she noted that their benefits were as “illusory” as the “myth of a surgical strike”.

Because of the current absence of effective oversight, it was “practically impossible to know whether a
person(s) killed in a drone strike was, in fact, a lawful target”, Ms. Callamard said, adding that harm to
civilian populations, including deaths, injuries and trauma, was likely largely under-reported.

Khashoggi trial welcomed

Asked about the latest developments in the ongoing trial in Turkey into the killing of Jamal Khashoggi
(https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/12/1054261), the Saudi journalist who was assassinated and later
dismembered in the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul in 2018, the independent expert described the

proceedings as “an important step”.

His killing had been “violent and extreme”, she said, adding that she hoped the trial might bring more
elements to the story and increase the chances of accountability via an international probe.
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25 June 2020 | Human Rights (/en/news/topic/human-rights)

The internet and new digital tools are being manipulated as never before to infringe on people’s right to free
assembly, the UN’s top rights official said on Thursday, in a call for a moratorium on the use of facial recognition
technology during peaceful demonstrations.
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Independent of Governments and institutions - including the UN’s Human Rights Council, which appoints them -
the Special Rapporteurs occupy a unique investigative role that allows them to shine a light on alleged violations
perpetrated across the world.
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