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Dear , 

Thank you for your email of 17 March 2022 with reference to our response 2021/15482. 

Please accept our clarification: 

DSTL AI research ethics framework 

I should be grateful if you would provide me with the following information relating to 
DSTL's ethical framework for conducting research into artificial intelligence. 

Please provide me with the following information: 

 A copy of DSTL's procedures / guidelines or equivalent for conducting ethical 
assessments of artificial intelligence research projects. 

 A copy of any checklist, or equivalent, used to conduct ethical assessments of 
artificial intelligence research projects.  

 A copy of the ethical assessment conducted for DSTL's 'intelligent ship' project. 

We are treating your correspondence as a request for information under the Freedom of 
Information Act 2000 (FOIA). 

A search for the information has now been completed within the Ministry of Defence, and I 
can confirm that information, in scope of your request is held.  

Some of the information you have requested can be found below, but some of the 
information falls entirely within the scope of the qualified exemption provided for at section 
35 (Formulation of Government Policy) of the FOIA and has been withheld. Section 35 is a 
qualified exemption and is subject to public interest testing which means that the information 



requested can only be withheld if the public interest in doing so outweighs the public interest 
in disclosure. 

Dstl is committed to responsible research and innovation and is working with wider MOD and 
other partners to develop guidelines for ethical adoption of AI in military applications.  

In relation to your request for information   

 Dstl follows the Data Ethics Framework regarding appropriate and responsible 
data use in government; 

 Any AI research involving human participants complies with Joint Service 
Publication 536; 

 Dstl conducts and funds research to deepen understanding of the ethical issues 
and approaches associated with Defence applications of AI, for example this 
recent paper co-authored by Dstl staff and researchers from the Alan Turing 
Institute. Please note this is a research paper and does not necessarily represent 
MOD policy; 

 Dstl has supported MOD in developing a set of approaches for responsible AI 
adoption. As outlined in the National AI Strategy 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-ai-strategy the MOD will 
shortly set out the details of the approaches by which Defence AI is developed 
and used. These will be shortly  published via gov.uk but currently represent 
policy under development and given the imminent publication and the increased 
risk of uncertainty when they are launched, we assess release would not be in 
the public interest at this stage and hence apply exemption section 35 (1)(a) as 
outlined below.  

Section 35 (1)(a)  has been applied because it is important that Government Ministers and 
advisers retain the ability to debate issues relating to policy formulation freely and in 
confidence, before reaching any decision. Disclosure would detract from the full and frank 
exchange of view that is necessary during policy formulation and would jeopardise the ability 
of the Ministers to take decisions based on full advice and consideration of all the options. 
The exemption at Section 35(1) (a) is designed to protect this ability. 

It is for these reasons that we do not believe it would be in the public interest to release 
some of the information relating to this part of your request. Consequently the information is 
being withheld under Section 35(1) (a) of the FOI Act. 

Intelligent Ship Project 
With reference to your request for: “A copy of the ethical assessment conducted for DSTL's 
'intelligent ship' project”, we can confirm no information is held. 

Under Section 16 of the Act (Advice and Assistance) we can advise that the research within 
Dstl’s Intelligent Ship Project has not to date required a formal ethical assessment, but has 
conformed to the policies and principles outlined above. 

If you have any queries regarding the content of this letter, please contact this office in the 
first instance 
If you wish to complain about the handling of your request, or the content of this response, 
you can request an independent internal review by contacting the Information Rights 
Compliance team, Ground Floor, MOD Main Building, Whitehall, SW1A 2HB (e-mail CIO-



FOI-IR@mod.gov.uk). Please note that any request for an internal review should be made 
within 40 working days of the date of this response.  

If you remain dissatisfied following an internal review, you may raise your complaint directly 
to the Information Commissioner under the provisions of Section 50 of the Freedom of 
Information Act. Please note that the Information Commissioner will not normally investigate 
your case until the MOD internal review process has been completed. The Information 
Commissioner can be contacted at: Information Commissioner’s Office, Wycliffe House, 
Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF. Further details of the role and powers of the 
Information Commissioner can be found on the Commissioner's website at 
https://ico.org.uk/. 

Yours sincerely  

Dstl Secretariat 




