He May Be Your Best Hope Against Killer
Robots
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Autonomous weapons are
closer than we think, this
leading A.1. expert believes.

By CLAUDIA DREIFUS

Toby Walsh, & professor at the University of
New South Wales in Sydney, is-one of Aus-
tralia’s leading experts on artificial intelli-
gence. He and other experts have released
a report outlining the promises, and ethical
pitfalls, of the country’s embrace of AL

Recently, Dr. Walsh, 55, has been working
with the Campaign to Stop Killer Robots, a
coalition of sclentists and human rights
leaders seeking to halt the development of
autonomous robotic weapons.

We spoke briefly at the annual meeting of
the American Associntion for the Advance-
ment of Science, then for two hours via tele-
phone. Below is an edited version of those
conversations.

You are a sclentist and'an invéntor. How did

you become an activist In the fight against
‘killer robote’?

It happered incrementally, beginning
around 2013, I had been doing a lot of read-
ing about robotic weaponry. I realized how

few of my artificial intelligepce colleagues”

ware thinking about the darifers of this new
class of weapans. If people thought about
them at all, they dismissed Eiller robots as
something far in the future,

whether humans live or die. It crogses new
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Toby Walsh, an suthorlty in

From what I could see, the future was'al-  territory. Machines don't haye our moral artificial Intélligence at the
ready here. Drone bombers were flying  compass, our compassion and our emo-. University of New South Wales
over the skies of Afghanistan. Though hu-  tjons. Machines are not motal beings. in Sydney, Australla. Heis
mans on the ground controlled the drones, The technical argument is that these are  Working with a coaltion of
it's a small technical step to render them potentinlly weapons of mass destruction, sclentists and human rights
autonomous. and the international community has thus ~-leaders seeking to halt the

Soin 2015, at a sclentific conference, 1o~ far banned all other ~weapons of mass developmentof autonomons

. ganized a debate on this new class of weap- destruction. robotic weapons.
onry. Not long afterward, Max Tegmark, What makes these dlffere‘nt from previ-
who rung M.LT's Future of Life Institute, ously banned weaponry is their potentialto. —
it if v'd help him af‘m““‘“’mm’“"ﬂ discriminate. You could gay, “Only kill chil-  “Yow can't have machines
l:'c;r the ;r&t::nhitrilﬁ;l; aﬁﬂafg?;nuggg rl:;‘;fﬂ‘: dren” and then-add facial recogmtion soft-  deciding whether
wéapons_ “ware to the system. humans live or die)

1 signed, and at the next big A.L confer-
ence, I circulated it. By the end, we had over
5,000 signatures — inciuding Elon Musk,
Daniel Dennett, Steve Woznialk,

What was your argument?
T\l:mt you can't have machines degi?ing

Moreover, if these weapons are produced,

they would unbalance the world's geopoli- .

ties. Autonomous robotic weapons would be
cheap and easy to produce. Some can be
muade with a3-D printer, and they could eas-
{ly fall into the hands of terrorists.

Another thing that mukes them terribly
destabllizing is that with suﬁ.h Weapons, it

Lovhivye,)




would be difficult to know the source of an
attack. This has already happened in the
current conflict in Syria. Just last year,
there was a drone attack on a Russian-
Syrian base, and we don't know whowas ac-
tually behind it.

Why ban a weapon before it Is produced?

The best time to ban such weapons is before
they're available. It's much harder once
-they are {alling into the wrong hands or be-
coming an accepted part of the military tool
kit. The 1985 blinding laser treaty is per-
haps the best example of a successul pre-
emptive ban. Sadly, with almost every other
weapon that has been regulated, we didn't
have the foresight to do so In advance of it
being used. -

Your petition — whom was It addressed to?

Thie United Nations. Whenever 1 go there,
people seam willing to hear from us. | never
in my wildest dreams expected to be sitting
down with the under secretary genernd of
the U.N. and briefing him about the technol-
ogy. One high U.N. official told me, “We
rarely get scienlists speaking with one
voice. So when we do, we listen.”

So far, 28 member countries have indi-
cated their support. The European Parlia-
ment has called for it. The German foreign
minister has called for it. Still, 28 countries
out of 200! That's not a majority.

Who opposes the trénty?

‘The obvious candidates are the U.S,, thé
U.K., Russia, Israel, South Korea, China has
called for a pre-emptive ban on deployment,
but not on development of the weapons.

1t's worth pointing out thereis going to be
a huge amount of money being made by
companies selling these weapons and the
defenses to them,

Proponents of robotic weapons argue that
by limiting the number of human
combatants, the machinas might make
warfare lgs¢ deadly.

I’ve heard those argurnents, too. Some say
that machines might be more ethical be-
cause people in warfare get frightened and
do terrible things, Some supporters of the
technology hope that this wouldn't happen
if we had robots fighting wars, because they
can be programmed to abide by interna-

tional humanitarian law.

The problem with that argument is that
we don't have any way to program for some-
thing as subtle as international humanitar
jan law. Now, there are some things that the
military can use robotics for — clearing 8
minefield is an example. If & robol goes in
gets blown up, you get another robot.

Robotic warfare has long been the subject
of science fiction fllms. Do you have a
favorite? |

No, most A.L researchers — myself includ
ed — dislike how Hollywood has dealt witl
the technology. Kubrick’s “2001" is way ofl
because it is based on the iden that then
will be machines that will have the desin
for seli-preservation, and that will resulti
malevolence toward humans,

1t's wrong to assume they'll want to tak
over, or even preserve themselves, The In
telligence we build is going to be quite dif
ferent from what humans have, and it won
necessarily have the'same character flaw:

These machines. don't have any cor
sclence, and they don't have any desire’t
preserve themselves. They'll do exactl
what we tell them to do. They are the mo:
literpl davices ever built.

1dislike “The Terminator," too. That tect
nology is far, far away; There are more mut
dane technologies we should be worrie
about now, like the drones I mentioned. -

Now, 1 do like “Her,” because it is abo
the relationships we'll have in afuture whe
we'll be increasingly interacting with
chines. It will be possible, as in the movi
that we will devalop feelings for them. 4

That movieisabout how A.L is going to't
a pervasive part of our existence In evet
room, every car. They will be things that It
ten to us, answer our guestions and “und
stand” us. 1

n

Since 2013, you've been spending as muck
time on your activism as you have on 4
scientific research. Any regrets? '

: |
No. This is important to be doing right no
Twenty years ago, like many of my o
leagues, 1 felt that what we were doin

Al was so far from practice that we dich
have to worry about moral consequenci
That’s no longer true, 1 have a 10-year-¢
daughter. When she’s grown, | don't wa
hertoask, “Dad, you had aplatform and ¢
thority — why didp't you try to stop thig’




