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Topic #2: Addressing the Use of Directed-Energy Weapons (DEWs) in
Modern Warfare

I. Issue Overview

Directed-energy weapons (DEWs) represent a transformative leap in modern military
technology. These weapons, which use focused energy in the form of lasers, microwaves, or
particle beams to damage targets, are being increasingly incorporated into the arsenals of
technologically advanced nations. While DEWs promise increased precision and reduced
collateral damage, they also introduce complex ethical, legal, and geo-political challenges.
These issues demand urgent international attention as DEWs have the potential to destabilize
global security, catalyze existing conflicts, and create new norms in warfare that undermine the
international humanitarian law (IHL).

The United Nations, as a principal body for maintaining international peace and security, has a
vital role in addressing these challenges. This involves regulating the development,
proliferation, and deployment of DEWs while ensuring compliance with established legal
frameworks such as the Geneva Conventions and the United Nations Charter.

II. Background Information

DEWs have been under development for decades, with recent advancements making them an
increasingly viable option for use. Militaries have employed DEWs for tasks, such as
intercepting missiles, disabling drones, and targeting electronic systems. Their rapid
development raises concerns about arms races, technological inequalities between states, and
the potential misuse of these technologies by non-state actors.

Examples of DEWs:

● High-Energy Laser Weapons: Used for precision targeting, capable of disabling
electronics and causing structural damage.

● Microwave Weapons: Designed to disrupt enemy communications and electronic
systems.

● Particle Beam Weapons: Though still largely theoretical, these systems could deliver
destructive energy with unmatched speed and accuracy.

The UN has a history of addressing emerging technologies in warfare, such as through the
Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW). However, DEWs pose unique challenges
due to their dual-use nature (civilian and military applications) and the difficulty in detecting
their deployment

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arms_race


III. UN Approach to the Issue

The UN has sought to regulate emerging weapons technologies while ensuring compliance
with international law. The key areas of focus for addressing DEWs include:

1. Legal Regulation: Ensuring that DEWs adhere to IHL, particularly principles of
distinction, proportionality, and unnecessary suffering.

2. Disarmament and Non-Proliferation: Building on existing frameworks such as the
Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) to limit the transfer of DEW technology to non-state actors or
states that may misuse them.

3. Humanitarian Impact: Assessing and mitigating potential harm to civilians, including
permanent injury, environmental damage, and societal disruption.

4. Ethical and Normative Development: Promoting international dialogue to define
ethical boundaries for the use of DEWs.

5. Technological Equality: Addressing the risks of a growing technological divide, which
could exacerbate global inequalities and destabilize regions.

IV. Useful Resources and Links

● Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW): Provides a framework for
regulating weapons deemed excessively injurious or indiscriminate.
https://disarmament.unoda.org/the-convention-on-certain-conventional-weapons/

● UN Charter, Article 51: Governs the right to self-defense, relevant to the deployment of
DEWs.
https://legal.un.org/repertory/art51.shtml

● Geneva Conventions: Establish legal principles for the conduct of war, including the
protection of civilians.
https://www.icrc.org/en/law-and-policy/geneva-conventions-and-their-commentaries

● UN Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR): Research papers and insights on
emerging technologies in warfare.
https://unidir.org

● International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC): Publications on the intersection of
technology and humanitarian law.
https://www.icrc.org/en

● Just for fun : Video on “What Happens if You Focus a 5W Laser With a Giant
Magnifying Glass? Negative Kelvin Temperature!”
https://youtu.be/jdjTYlReE-I?si=p4219eCkR1Vxzc0Y

V. Questions for Delegates to Consider

1. How can existing international frameworks be adapted to address the specific
challenges posed by DEWs?

https://disarmament.unoda.org/the-convention-on-certain-conventional-weapons/
https://legal.un.org/repertory/art51.shtml
https://www.icrc.org/en/law-and-policy/geneva-conventions-and-their-commentaries
https://unidir.org
https://www.icrc.org/en
https://youtu.be/jdjTYlReE-I?si=p4219eCkR1Vxzc0Y


2. What mechanisms can be implemented to ensure transparency and accountability in
the development and deployment of DEWs?

3. How can the international community prevent the proliferation of DEW technologies to
non-state actors?

4. What measures can be taken to mitigate the potential humanitarian impacts of DEWs,
particularly on civilians?

5. How can the UN address the ethical implications of using DEWs in modern warfare?

VI. Conclusion

As DEWs continue to evolve, the global community must proactively establish a regulatory
framework that balances military innovation with humanitarian principles. The UN has a critical
role to play in fostering international cooperation, developing legal norms, and ensuring that
technological advancements do not undermine global peace and security. By addressing these
challenges now, the international community can prevent the unchecked spread of DEWs and
their potentially destabilizing effects.


