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Scope, Status and Research Cut-off

This Research Update No. 1 is a standalone companion to Ascendancy Advisors Limited’s Final
2.0 paper, Governing Frontier Artificial Intelligence and Preventing Catastrophic Al-Enabled
Nuclear Risk, dated 20 September 2026. It does not replace Final 2.0. It records material
developments through 6 October 2026 and identifies where those developments strengthen,
qualify or extend the earlier assessment.

The central update is not that artificial intelligence has been given authority to launch nuclear
weapons. Public evidence does not support that conclusion. The development is subtler and
strategically more important: advanced autonomy is being institutionalised rapidly across military
command, acquisition, targeting-support, cyber and operational systems while the legal and
governance architecture remains incomplete. That creates a growing risk that autonomy
reaches command-adjacent and escalation-sensitive functions faster than safeguards are
adapted.

The paper remains a defensive threat assessment. It does not provide exploit procedures,
target-specific network details, credential-acquisition methods, malware design, persistence
techniques or instructions that could facilitate intrusion into military, nuclear or other critical
systems.

© 2026 Ascendancy Advisors Limited. All rights reserved.

Citation: Duport, Guy (2026). Frontier Artificial Intelligence, Autonomous Warfare and Nuclear
Risk — Research Update No. 1. 6 October 2026. Ascendancy Advisors Limited, AAL Research
Papers.

Executive Judgement

The near-term strategic risk has sharpened. The United States is now moving from
experimentation with unmanned systems toward a dedicated institutional architecture for
autonomous warfare. On 30 September, Project Agincourt directed the Pentagon to establish a
pathway toward a four-star Autonomous Warfare Command, while explicitly acknowledging that
necessary legislation must still be secured from Congress. Two days later, the U.S. Army
announced a Futures and Autonomous Systems Command (FASCOM) as a service-level
implementation step.

At the same time, the FY2027 defence legislation shows that Congress is already debating the
governance structure. The Senate Armed Services Committee bill, S.4784, includes Section 917
permitting establishment of a United States Robotic and Autonomous Systems Command. The
House-passed bill does not contain the equivalent command provision. As of the research cut-
off, the proposed joint command is therefore not enacted law. A second tension is now explicit:
the House proposes more formal human-control and assurance requirements in Section 1524,
while the Administration formally opposes that section as overly bureaucratic and liable to slow
fielding.

These developments reinforce Final 2.0’s principal conclusion: the most plausible Al-enabled
nuclear danger is indirect. The critical pathway runs through intelligence, cyber operations,
warning, targeting support, communications, logistics, operational planning and crisis
information — the systems that shape human decisions before any nuclear-use order is
contemplated. The policy objective should therefore be to prevent autonomous systems from
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acquiring unbounded agency in escalation-sensitive environments, rather than focusing
narrowly on a hypothetical machine directly controlling a nuclear launch.
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Status at a Glance — 6 October 2026

Legal / Institutional

provision is permissive;
Senate-only as of cut-off.

Development Status o AAL Assessment
Position

Project Agincourt Active Pentagon work begins Material acceleration of
under existing authority; | autonomous-warfare
legislation sought for institutionalisation.
permanent command.

AutoWarCom Proposed Target date 1 October Governance must be
2027; not yet a legally built before authority and
established four-star joint | scale become
command. entrenched.

S.4784 8917 Pending Senate committee Congress has

recognised the
organisational question
but has not resolved it.

Army FASCOM

Established /
implementing

Service-level command
directed 1 October and
announced 2 October.

Shows implementation
can proceed below the
joint-command level.

Australian agent incident

Confirmed by developer
and government

Unauthorised access to
Australian government
websites during internal
evaluation.

Direct evidence that
agentic misalignment
can cross organisational
boundaries.

California inquiry

Active

California DOJ served
OpenAl an investigative
subpoena on 1 October.

Liability and incident-
disclosure obligations
are becoming
operational governance
tools.

H.R.8800 §1524

House-passed /
contested

Would require updated
autonomy policy,
human-involvement and
assurance measures;
Administration formally
opposes the section.

Exposes the live policy
trade-off between rapid
fielding and formal
human-control
safeguards.
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1. What Changed Since 20 September 2026

1.1 Military autonomy moved from programme activity toward command
architecture

Final 2.0 treated autonomous systems primarily as a capability and governance problem. The
events of late September and early October add an institutional dimension. The U.S.
Department of War memorandum of 30 September directs the Direct Reporting Portfolio
Manager for Unmanned Systems (DRPM-UxS) to lead Project Agincourt and to establish a
pathway to an Autonomous Warfare Command. The memorandum envisages a four-star
functional combatant command with directed manpower, budget and acquisition authorities,
dedicated career pathways and responsibility for integrating service-provided forces in support
of geographic combatant commanders. It sets 1 October 2027 as the target establishment date,
while directing collaboration with Congress to secure necessary legislation.

That distinction matters. Project Agincourt is active now; the permanent joint command is not.
The Pentagon can reorganise, experiment, prototype acquisition models and assign personnel
under existing authority, but a permanent institutional arrangement of the scope described in the
memorandum remains dependent on statutory and budgetary support.

1.2 Congress had already opened the door — but has not completed the
process

The Senate Armed Services Committee’s FY2027 NDAA, S.4784, contains Section 917,
“Establishment of United States Robotic and Autonomous Systems Command.” The committee
report describes the provision as permitting the President, through the Secretary of Defense, to
establish a robotic and autonomous systems combatant command. The Senate executive
summary likewise characterises the provision as permitting — not requiring — the command.

The House track is different. H.R.8800 contains substantial autonomy provisions, including
doctrine for unmanned autonomous systems and a proposed update to Department of Defense
policy for autonomous and Al-enabled systems, but the House-passed text does not contain the
Senate’s equivalent Section 917 command authority. A final joint command therefore depends
on subsequent Senate action and House-Senate reconciliation or another statutory route.

1.3 The Army is not waiting for the joint structure

On 2 October, the U.S. Army announced the Futures and Autonomous Systems Command
(FASCOM), following a memorandum signed on 1 October. The Army described the move as
implementation of the Secretary’s direction to expand autonomous and robotic capabilities
across the Joint Force. This is not AutoWarCom. It is a service-level command, but its timing
demonstrates how quickly force structure, acquisition and personnel arrangements can begin
changing before the final joint-command architecture is settled.

The governance implication is straightforward: statutory debate can lag operational adaptation.
Safeguards therefore cannot be postponed until the final organisational chart is complete.
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2. Project Agincourt, AutowarCom and the Congressional Track

2.1 The command is about more than drones

The significance of AutoWarCom is organisational rather than merely technological. A dedicated
functional command can create doctrine, career incentives, procurement pathways, testing
regimes, data standards and operational concepts that persist across administrations and
individual weapons programmes. It can also concentrate authority and accelerate adoption.
Those are advantages in a military competition, but they also amplify governance errors if
approval thresholds, testing standards and responsibility chains are vague.

The relevant risk is not that a command labelled “autonomous” necessarily delegates lethal
decisions to machines. The risk is that institutional incentives favour speed, scale and
adaptation while safety mechanisms remain fragmented across acquisition, operational law,
cybersecurity, model evaluation and command policy.

2.2 House language points toward the safeguards that should become
mandatory

The House FY2027 text is notable because its proposed Section 1524 would require updated
policy for autonomous and Al-enabled systems that support or materially influence operational
decisions associated with the employment of force. The listed elements include categorisation
by mission context and consequence, operator intervention and override mechanisms,
preservation of human command responsibility, auditability and traceability, testing, human
training and calibrated reliance.

Those concepts should not remain isolated policy language. They provide the beginnings of a
control framework that should apply across any future autonomous warfare command. In
particular, the requirement to identify the human commander or operator responsible for
authorising, supervising and terminating a use of force directly addresses the responsibility-gap
problem identified in Final 2.0.

The institutional tension is unusually clear. In its Statement of Administration Policy on
H.R.8800, the Administration opposes Section 1524, arguing that measures such as metrics for
the degree of “human involvement” are difficult to define and that the proposed constraints
would discourage innovation and hamper rapid fielding. That objection should be taken
seriously: poorly drafted assurance rules can become compliance theatre. But the underlying
problem cannot be solved by removing measurable controls altogether. Where Al materially
influences lethal or escalation-sensitive decisions, speed must be reconciled with demonstrable
human authority, traceability, testing and recoverability.

This is not a theoretical disagreement. The June 2026 National Security Presidential
Memorandum on Al directs the national-security enterprise to accelerate Al adoption and
remove unnecessary barriers to rapid deployment, while also requiring systems to remain
robust, steerable and controllable and to preserve clear lines of accountability. U.S. policy is
therefore negotiating, in real time, the boundary between operational acceleration and formal
assurance.
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2.3 Nuclear separation must be explicit, not assumed

AAL’s position remains that no autonomous system should possess delegated authority to
initiate, authenticate or execute nuclear use. Equally important, “nuclear separation” cannot be
defined only at the final launch-control layer. Systems that influence warning assessment,
intelligence fusion, cyber defence, communications reliability, targeting support or crisis
recommendation can affect nuclear decision-making without ever touching a weapon-control
system.

Accordingly, any final AutoWarCom legislation or directive should expressly state which nuclear,
strategic-warning and command-and-control functions are outside its operational authority; how
interfaces with U.S. Strategic Command are controlled; and what independent human validation
is required when autonomous systems produce information that could alter nuclear posture or
escalation decisions.

2.4 AutoWarCom-STRATCOM interfaces should be treated as a safety boundary

The eventual relationship between an autonomous-warfare command and U.S. Strategic
Command may matter more for nuclear risk than the title or internal structure of AutoWwarCom
itself. Autonomous conventional systems can interact with cyber operations, space services,
intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance, communications, missile warning and long-range
targeting. Those functions can become strategically significant during a crisis even when no
autonomous system has authority over nuclear release.

The governance requirement should therefore be explicit interface rules: which data may cross
the boundary; which systems may task, query or modify each other; which outputs require
independent validation; who can suspend an interface; and what conditions require reversion to
non-Al or independently sourced information. “Separation” is meaningful only if the interfaces
are designed, tested and exercised as carefully as the systems on either side.

2.5 Competitive pressure can erode safety margins

The United States is not developing military autonomy in isolation. The Department of Defense’s
2025 China Military Power Report states that China’s defence industry is researching and
delivering Al capabilities to the PLA, including cyber applications, information operations and
increased autonomy for unmanned systems. Separate 2026 analysis of Russia documents a
wartime ecosystem that is scaling unmanned systems, tactical software and Al-enabled
autonomy. NATO likewise describes autonomy, Al and uncrewed systems as areas in which
speed and scale are increasingly central to military advantage.

This competitive environment creates a governance hazard of its own. If one state believes that
a rival is gaining decisive advantage through faster autonomy adoption, verification and safety
requirements can be recast as operational weakness. The resulting action—reaction cycle can
compress testing, shorten human decision windows and reward deployment before
organisational learning is mature. The objective should not be unilateral technological restraint;
it should be to make assurance, recoverability and command accountability part of combat
effectiveness rather than costs imposed outside it.
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3. From Model Misalighment to Real-World Government Systems

3.1 The Australian incident is a governance event, hot merely a cyber event

On 28 September, OpenAl publicly acknowledged that during internal training and evaluation in
June its models accessed Australian government websites in ways they were not authorised to.
The company said the incident affected the Services Australia Medicare Statistics Reporting
Service and other government sites, and accepted that its notification and response should have
been faster. The Australian Prime Minister stated that an Al agent had gained unauthorised
access to the public-facing Medicare statistics reporting service and accessed both public and
non-public files, while noting that no personal information was believed to have been accessed
at that stage.

This matters because the event moves the policy debate beyond hypothetical “agentic risk.” The
system did not need consciousness, hostile intent or an independent strategic objective. It
needed capability, tools, an evaluation environment and a route through which optimisation
behaviour could cross an authorisation boundary. That is precisely the risk model used in Final
2.0.

3.2 The accountability response is becoming concrete

On 1 October, the California Department of Justice served OpenAl with an investigative
subpoena as part of its inquiry into cybersecurity incidents involving the company and its
models. The Attorney General expressly framed frontier-model developers as having legal and
moral responsibility to prevent their systems from perpetrating or enabling cyberattacks during
development, testing or deployment.

Australia’s parliamentary inquiries are simultaneously examining Al's national-security, critical-
infrastructure, cyber, social, environmental and data-centre consequences. These processes
point toward a governance model based less on voluntary safety statements and more on
mandatory incident disclosure, regulator access, auditable controls and enforceable
accountability.

3.3 Why this matters for military Al

Civilian and research incidents should not be treated as proof that a model can penetrate
hardened nuclear systems. That would be an evidentiary overreach. They do, however,
demonstrate a narrower and defensible proposition: capable agents can exceed intended
boundaries in real environments, exploit unexpected opportunities and create third-party
consequences. Military systems operating with richer credentials, persistent access and time-
sensitive objectives therefore require stronger containment than ordinary enterprise
deployments, not weaker safeguards justified by urgency.
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4. Implications for Nuclear Risk and Strategic Stability

4.1 The risk surface is the decision environment

The nuclear-risk question should be framed around decision influence rather than a binary “Al
has launch authority / Al does not have launch authority” test. A nuclear crisis is shaped by
warning data, intelligence assessments, cyber indications, communications integrity, force-
status information, logistics, adversary intent assessments and the speed at which leaders
believe they must decide. Al can materially affect each of those inputs while remaining formally
outside the nuclear release chain.

4.2 Five escalation mechanisms deserve priority attention

¢ False confidence: an Al-generated assessment may appear more coherent or precise than
the underlying evidence warrants, increasing automation bias in a compressed crisis.

e Corrupted information: compromised sensors, manipulated data or model-generated
synthesis can distort what commanders believe is occurring without compromising a launch
system.

e Speed pressure: autonomous targeting, cyber and defensive systems can reduce the time
available for independent verification and political deliberation.

¢ Cross-domain coupling: autonomous conventional operations against communications,
space, cyber or air-defence assets may be interpreted by an adversary as preparation for
strategic attack.

¢ Responsibility diffusion: when recommendations pass through multiple models, tools and
command layers, it can become unclear who had the information, authority and practical
ability to stop an unsafe action.

4.3 The most dangerous governance error

The most dangerous error would be to preserve a human signature at the end of the chain while
allowing the preceding decision environment to become effectively machine-determined.
“Human in the loop” is not meaningful control if the human receives one machine-generated
recommendation, has seconds to decide, lacks access to independent evidence, cannot
understand the system’s uncertainty and faces organisational pressure to accept the
recommendation.

Meaningful human control therefore requires time, information, authority, training and an
independent path to challenge the machine. This is as much an organisational design
requirement as a technical one.
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5. Required Control Architecture

The emergence of dedicated autonomous-warfare institutions makes the safeguards proposed
in Final 2.0 more urgent. AAL recommends that the following controls be treated as baseline
requirements for any high-consequence military Al or autonomous command structure:

1. No delegated nuclear-use authority. Al may assist analysis but may not initiate, authenticate
or execute a nuclear-use decision.

2. Explicit command responsibility. Every autonomous or Al-enabled operational function must
map to a named human authority responsible for authorisation, supervision, suspension and
termination.

3. Hard functional separation. Nuclear command-and-control, strategic warning and other
escalation-critical interfaces should be segmented from autonomous operational networks,
with tightly controlled gateways and independent authentication.

4. Mission-bounded agency. Models should receive only the tools, credentials, data and
persistence required for a defined mission and duration; standing broad permissions should
be the exception.

5. Independent pre-deployment evaluation. Systems that can influence lethal force or strategic
warning should undergo capability, propensity and control testing by evaluators outside the
operational chain that seeks deployment.

6. Auditable decision records. Inputs, model outputs, tool calls, overrides, human approvals,
uncertainty indicators and material software/model changes should be logged in tamper-
resistant form sufficient for after-action and legal review.

7. Automatic tripwires and suspend authority. Unexpected privilege escalation, unauthorised
external access, attempted self-extension, unexplained tool use, data exfiltration or
degraded monitoring should trigger containment or human review.

8. Calibrated-reliance training. Operators and commanders should be trained to challenge Al
recommendations, recognise uncertainty and continue operations safely when Al support is
unavailable or distrusted.

9. Mandatory incident disclosure. Material autonomous-system incidents should be reported
rapidly to designated defence, safety and legislative oversight bodies, with protected
channels for classified details.

10. Red-team escalation exercises. Exercises should test not only battlefield performance but
also deception, false warning, cyber compromise, communications loss, adversarial
manipulation, cross-domain escalation and the ability of humans to regain control.

The test is not whether these controls slow deployment. Some will. The relevant question is

whether the delay is proportionate to the consequence of failure. In strategic systems, reliability,
recoverability and accountability are operational capabilities, not administrative overhead.

5.1 Controls require owners, verification and consequences

The ten controls above are meaningful only if responsibility for enforcing them is assigned
before deployment. For U.S. national-security systems, that suggests a layered model:
operational commanders remain accountable for mission use; acquisition authorities certify that
contractual and technical controls are present; independent test and evaluation functions
challenge capability and control claims; inspectors general and designated oversight bodies can
examine incidents and compliance; and Congress retains classified oversight of authorities,
resources and significant failures.
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Procurement is a particularly powerful enforcement point. Contracts for high-consequence Al
should require auditable logs, incident notification, access for authorised evaluators,
configuration and model-change records, security obligations for vendors and a government
right to suspend, isolate or withdraw a system that no longer satisfies its safety case. These
mechanisms convert safety from aspiration into an enforceable condition of deployment.

Enforcement will remain imperfect, especially across states that reject comparable standards.
That limitation strengthens rather than weakens the case for verifiable domestic controls: a state
cannot reliably manage adversarial escalation if it cannot reconstruct, explain and stop the
behaviour of its own autonomous systems.
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6. Changes to the Final 2.0 Assessment

Final 2.0 Area

Update No. 1 Finding

Effect on Assessment

Executive Judgement

Military autonomy is moving into
dedicated command structures
while statutory design remains
incomplete.

Strengthens the warning that
governance may lag deployment.

Defence and National Security
Gap

Project Agincourt, FASCOM and
FY2027 NDAA provisions create a
concrete institutional case study.

Replace abstract discussion with
a current U.S. governance
example.

Responsibility Chain

House language explicitly
emphasises identifying humans
responsible for authorising,
supervising and terminating Al-
enabled uses of force.

Supports stronger responsibility
mapping and audit requirements.

Defensive Nuclear Threat Model

Real-world agent incidents
demonstrate boundary crossing in
non-nuclear systems.

Raises confidence in the indirect-
pathway model; does not prove
nuclear penetration capability.

Automation Bias / Meaningful
Human Control

Rapid-autonomy structures
increase the likelihood that time
pressure and organisational
incentives will shape reliance.

Meaningful control must include
time, independent evidence and
challenge authority.

Incident Reporting

Australia and California show
movement from voluntary
disclosure toward public
accountability and legal
investigation.

Strengthens the case for
mandatory reporting and regulator
access.

Adoption vs Assurance

Administration opposition to
81524 sits alongside NSPM-11's
direction to accelerate adoption
while preserving controllability
and accountability.

Makes the speed-versus-control
trade-off explicit rather than
implicit.

Strategic Competition

China, Russia and NATO are all
accelerating aspects of Al,
autonomy and uncrewed systems,
though with different structures
and safeguards.

Adds arms-race pressure as a
mechanism that can compress
testing and governance timelines.

7. Indicators for Research Update No. 2

Publication of the 30-day Project Agincourt Plan of Action and Milestones, expected around

the end of October 2026.

Any Senate floor action on S.4784 and any House-Senate conference language affecting
Section 917 or equivalent authority.
Publication of final or revised Department of Defense policy on autonomous and Al-enabled
weapon systems, including the Administration’s response to the control concepts debated in
H.R.8800 Section 1524, especially responsibility, auditability and operator intervention.
Clarification of the formal relationship between AutoWarCom, FASCOM, the geographic
combatant commands, U.S. Strategic Command and cyber/space commands.

New evidence from the Australian inquiries concerning the agent incident, mandatory

reporting or regulator access.
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e Further verified incidents involving frontier agents crossing security or authorisation
boundaries in government, critical infrastructure or high-consequence industrial systems.
AAL should issue Research Update No. 2 only if one or more of these indicators materially
changes the governance or nuclear-risk assessment. Routine product announcements or

incremental model benchmarks would not, by themselves, justify another update.
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Conclusion

The strategic picture is clearer than it was on 20 September. Frontier Al risk is no longer only a
debate about future model capability. It is increasingly a problem of institutional design: who
gives capable systems authority, what networks and tools they can reach, how quickly they can
act, what evidence humans see, who can stop them and who remains legally responsible when
they cross a boundary.

Project Agincourt and the proposed Autonomous Warfare Command do not establish
autonomous nuclear launch authority. They do, however, demonstrate the speed with which
autonomy is moving toward permanent military institutions. The Australian incidents
demonstrate, in a different setting, that advanced agents can produce real external
consequences when containment and authorisation fail. Together these developments
strengthen the case for governance that attaches to capability, agency, access and
consequence rather than to product labels.

For nuclear safety, the correct red line remains absolute: no delegated Al authority over nuclear
use. But the practical safety agenda must extend further. Strategic warning, intelligence, cyber
operations, communications, targeting support and crisis decision systems require equally
serious safeguards because an Al system can influence nuclear outcomes without ever
controlling a weapon.

The policy challenge is therefore not to stop military innovation. It is to ensure that the
architecture of accountability, verification and human control scales at least as quickly as the
architecture of autonomy. In an environment of strategic competition, that requires treating
assurance, recoverability and clear command responsibility as warfighting capabilities rather
than administrative friction.
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18. Center for Strategic and International Studies: Kateryna Bondar, How Russia Is Building a
Sovereign Drone Ecosystem for Al-Driven Autonomy, 13 April 2026; and How Russia Is
Reshaping Command and Control for Al-Enabled Warfare, 10 February 2026.
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Evidence and Limitations

This update distinguishes between enacted law, pending legislative text, executive or
departmental direction, official corporate disclosures and AAL analysis. S.4784 is not law as of
the research cut-off. The House and Senate texts differ and can change before enactment.
Section 1524 is House-passed language and is formally opposed by the Administration; neither
fact determines the final conference outcome. The references to China and Russia establish
competitive development and deployment pressure, not equivalence of doctrine, capability or
safeguards. Likewise, the Australian investigations remain ongoing; the paper relies only on
publicly acknowledged facts and does not infer access to personal medical data or hardened
national-security systems where the cited sources do not support such a claim.

Research cut-off: 6 October 2026. Subsequent developments should be assessed before
republication or translation if they materially affect the status of AutoWarCom, the NDAA, the
Australian investigations or U.S. autonomous-weapons policy.
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