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Foreword

The various technical, legal and poli�cal aspects of the Biological 
Weapons Conven�on and their consequences are discussed in this 
report of Center for Interna�onal Strategic Studies.

When one hears the words “biological weapons,” the mind ins�nc�vely 
goes to an enthralling Hollywood movie, in which the “bad guys” are 
trying to create chaos in a certain part of the world, or achieve world 
domina�on, using lethal weapons of mass destruc�on. The prospect of 
biological weapons usage in real life, however, is a lot more sinister and a 
lot less thrilling. Their use in the past has resulted in chilling effects on the 
human popula�on and led the interna�onal community to reach an 
interna�onal-level consensus to ban the en�re class of weapons of mass 
destruc�on. The treaty came into effect in 1975 and now has 181 
member states and 6 signatories, and only ten states in the world have 
neither signed nor acceded to the conven�on. 

Biological weapons have a high potency, coupled with long las�ng effects. 
They are all the more dangerous because they can be a�ained with 
considerably more ease as compared to other kinds of weapons, and 
owing to the nature of their effects, which are caused by pathogenic 
microbes, are hard to trace back to the perpetra�ng source. They are 
o�en, for these factors, referred to as the “poor man's nuclear weapons.”

Germany is believed to have used biological weapons in the First World 
War, and Japan's experimenta�on with its biological weapons program 
leading up to the second World War is believed to have resulted in the 
deaths of up to 10,000 people. Moreover, in 1940, the Japanese a�acked 
hundreds of heavily populated communi�es and remote regions in 
China with a plague epidemic. In all, tens of thousands, and reportedly 
perhaps as many as 200,000 people died as a result of these a�acks.

The ease with which biological weapons can be manufactured or
acquired makes them a very hard category of weapons to prevent from 
being proliferated. This is why, the Biological Weapons Conven�on  
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remains a relevant and significant Conven�on in today's �me as well. 
The use of such weapons can turn real life into a Hollywood movie, 
where the risk of gruesome, mass casual�es could be faced by millions of 
people in the world over, but unfortunately, such a scenario would be 
lacking a superhero savior of the day that fic�onal works of art can 
afford. Despite the significance of the Conven�on and the extent of the 
havoc that can be created in case it is violated, there exist many issues in 
the implementa�on of the Conven�on. One of the most major 
challenges is that the Conven�on lacks an overarching verifica�on body 
to police member state par�es' ac�vi�es pertaining to the acquisi�on 
and manufacturing of these weapons. This, and other challenges will be 
discussed in further detail by the experts present in the panel in one of 
the sessions today.

 Interna�onal law is meant to keep civilized na�ons together in an 
otherwise anarchical world system. The coming into existence of the 
Biological Weapons Conven�on is deeply connected to customary 
interna�onal law and the Interna�onal Humanitarian Law, specifically in 
the context of the prohibi�on of use of indiscriminate force and the 
principle of use of propor�onal force. During the Cold War, both 
superpowers built and maintained stockpiles of biological and chemical 
weapons, but neither of the two resorted to their use, owing to this 
taboo against their use that has created customary state behavior.

Pakistan signed the Biological Weapons Conven�on in 1972, when it was 
first opened for signature, and has been a member party to it since 1974, 
the year of its entry into force. Pakistan has �me and �me again 
reiterated its commitment to the preven�on of its prolifera�on. Pakistan 
has also taken steps to prevent non-state actors from gaining access to 
chemical and biological weapons. The mechanisms that are in place for 
implemen�ng the conven�on on Pakistan's domes�c level will be 
discussed in the upcoming sessions.  

Ambassador Ali Sarwar Naqvi 
Execu�ve Director

Center for Interna�onal Strategic Studies
Islamabad
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Introduc�on

Biological Weapon Conven�on (BWC) prohibi�ng the development, 
produc�on and stockpiling of bioweapon was opened for signature in 
1972. It was the first ever treaty completely banning the whole class of 
bioweapons. However, it lacked the mechanism for monitoring, 
implementa�on and verifica�on or compliance of the Conven�on 
provisions. State Par�es held nego�a�ons to correct this omission from 
1995 to 2001 but the dra� document wasn't approved. The difficulty 
was that the technology required for BW can be easily obtained and 
camouflaged by bioweapon producers and possessors. Many states are 
reported to have or are seeking an offensive bioweapon capability. 
China, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Libya, North Korea, Russia, Syria and USA are 
some of those which are o�en men�oned in this regard. While some 
others such as Cuba, Egypt, India and South Korea have also acquired 
this capability. Besides there is increasing concern in the world now 
about the ability of non-state actors to employ bioterrorism.

Biological weapons spread diseases among humans, animals and plants. 
A disease occurs when the popula�on is exposed to infec�ous 
microorganisms, viruses or toxins which are produced by such 
organisms. The symptoms of the disease caused by microorganism 
become apparent a�er an incuba�on period which varies for different 
organisms. During incuba�on period the organisms keep on 
mul�plying. Toxins symptoms generally appear more rapidly among 
human beings and animals and the effects of disease may range from 
incapacita�on to death.

Preven�ve ac�ons are vital as dangers from biological weapons are real. 
An effec�ve health system as well as an efficient disease detec�on and 
medical response program are the primary requirements in a country's 
bioweapon protec�on strategy. These should be supported by 
intelligence, an�terrorism, civil biodefense and emergency response 
programs.

A low cost defense against biological weapon a�ack is to prevent
terrorists or states from acquiring BW or their components. This can be  
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achieved by developing awareness among stake holders such as 
government officials, academia and industry and by remaining in touch 
with the modern research in biology, biotechnology, gene�cs, emerging 
infec�ous diseases and pharmaceu�cal research.

   

Dr. Syed Javaid Khurshid
Dis�nguished Visi�ng Fellow

Centre for Interna�onal Strategic Studies
 Islamabad
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I would like to thank Ambassador Ali Sarwar Naqvi, Execu�ve Director of 
the Centre for Interna�onal Strategic Studies, for invi�ng me to speak at 
the na�onal seminar on the implementa�on challenges faced by the 
Biological Weapons Conven�on. 

In the pantheon of disarmament debates, agreements and trea�es in 
the context of Weapons of Mass Destruc�on, namely; nuclear, 
radiological, chemical and biological weapons, the biological weapons 
perhaps receive the least coverage and public a�en�on. Nuclear 
weapons and the measures to control their prolifera�on have had 
salience in the collec�ve conseousness of the interna�onal community. 
Nuclear safety and security have also been discussed and measures 
adopted at the summit level because of the destruc�ve power of nuclear 
weapons" This has not happened in the case of biological weapons. It is, 
therefore, en�rely appropriate that Biological Weapons Treaty and its 
implementa�on challenges should be the subject of this na�onal 
seminar.

What cons�tutes biological warfare? In very simple terms it means the 
release of viruses, bacteria or other germs, fungi and toxins to sicken or 
kill people, livestock or crops of the enemy. Biological weapons today 
include Anthrax, Small Pox, Ebola virus, Zika Virus, Botulinum toxin, 
Tularemia, Plague, Marburg virus, Bunya Virus, and Aflatoxin etc.
Biological and chemical weapons also overlap at �mes since Toxins 
produced by some living organisms are considered as falling under the 
Ambit of both categories of weapons.

Biological weapons have been used against enemies since ancient �mes. 
According to some sources very crude versions of such weapons were 
used first some�me between 1500-1200 BC.

In more recent �mes there are many recorded instances of the use of 
biological weapons to bring an enemy to its knees. For example, 
according to available literature it is known that:

3



1155: Emperor Barbarossa poisoned water wells with human dead 
bodies in Italy 

1346: Mongols used catapults to throw bodies of plague vic�ms insides 
the walls of the defenders' fort to spread the disease in Crimea.

1496: The Spaniards mixed blood of leprosy pa�ents with wine to sell to 
French foes in Italy

1650: The Polish forces fired saliva of rabid dogs at their enemies

 1675: The French and the Germans agreed not to use poison    bullet 
against each other.

1763: The Bri�sh distributed blankets from Small Pox pa�ents to   na�ve 
Americans.

1797: Napoleon flooded plains around Mon in Italy to spread Malaria.

1863: Confederates sold clothing from Yellow Fever and Small Pox 
pa�ents to Union soldiers.

� Declara�ons were issued in 1874 in Brussels and 1899 at The 
Hague prohibi�ng use of poisoned weapons. Germany used biological 
weapons (Anthrax and Glanders) in the First World War, on a limited scale 
and not very successfully.

In June 1925 the League of Na�ons adopted a Protocol for the 
Prohibi�on of Use in War of asphyxia�ng, poisonous or other gases and 
of bacteriological methods of warfare. This was a Protocol to the 
Conven�on for the Supervision of the Interna�onal Trade in Arms and 
Ammuni�on and in implements of War, signed on the same date. The 
Protocol entered into force in 1928. It was designed to prohibit use of 
chemical and biological weapons during armed conflicts between 
na�ons. The Protocol was silent on produc�on, storage or transfer of 
biological and chemical weapons, elements which were later covered in 
the Biological Weapons Conven�on and in the Chemical Weapons 
Conven�on. 
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The Conven�on on the Prohibi�on of the Development, Produc�on and 
the Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin weapons opened 
for signature in April 1972 and came into force in March 1975. The 
Conven�on is designed to prevent the development, produc�on or 
stockpiling of agents, toxins, weapons, equipment and means of delivery 
except for prophylac�c, protec�ve or other peaceful purposes. Pakistan 
signed the Conven�on on the day that it opened for signature and 
ra�fied it in 1974. Sixteen countries have been suspected or accused, at 
one �me or another, of having biological weapons inventories, most of 
them despite being par�es to the Conven�on. They include all five 
permanent members of the UNSC, as well as Canada, Germany, Israel, 
Japan, Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, North Korea, South Africa and Syria. 

The Biological Weapons Treaty, however, did not provide for 
interna�onal inspec�ons or verifica�on. It relied merely to develop a 
Protocol for verifica�on and compliance began in 1991, with the 
establishment of a Group of Experts which, over a period of four years 
prepared a number (21) of recommenda�ons.
 
The work of the Group of Experts was passed on to an Ad Hoc Group 
which met from 1995 to 2001 and developed a Protocol for state na�onal 
declara�ons and na�onal means of detec�on. Efforts to develop a 
Protocol for verifica�on and compliance began in 1991, with the 
establishment of a Group of Experts which, over a period of four years 
prepared a number (21) of recommenda�ons. The work of the Group of 
Experts was passed on to an Ad Hoc Group which met from 1995 to 2001 
and developed a Protocol for state declara�ons, on-site visits to declared 
sites and challenge inspec�ons of suspected sites and ac�vi�es. 

The United States rejected the dra� as well as any further Protocol 
nego�a�ons in July 2001 ci�ng na�onal security and commercial 
interests. It argued that if a legally binding Addi�onal Protocol to 
strengthen verifica�on process were to be adopted, too much 
transparency and intrusive or challenge inspec�ons of facili�es could 
give rise to espionage against its pharmaceu�cal industry. 

Eight Review Conferences of the Biological Weapons Conven�on have 
been held so far, at five-yearly intervals and the 9th Review conference is 
expected to be held in 2021.
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The eight review Conference was fiasco since it could not even adopt 
program of work for mee�ngs of experts and other ac�vi�es for the 

thyears leading up to the 9  review conference. Nor was addi�onal funding 
forthcoming to strengthen the secretariat support staff. A joint proposal 
made by China and Pakistan �tled non-prolifera�on export controls and 
interna�onal coopera�on regime went begging. Similarly, proposals for 
a mechanism to review denials of export licenses were opposed by 
western countries. Nor was there any agreement on effec�ve detec�on, 
surveillance and response to natural, accidental or deliberate outbreak 
of diseases. The discussions on the issues of transfer of biotechnology 
were sterile. The dismal outcome should be worrisome because it shows 
a singular lack of will and vision on the part of western world to promote 
interna�onal coopera�on in this vital area.

Problems of implementa�on
I.     The membership  is not universal.  There are total of 181 State 

par�es. Ten states did not sign the Treaty. These are, Le.Chad, 
Comoros, Djibou�, Eritrea, Israel, Kiriba�, Micronesia, Namibia, 
South Sudan and Tuvalu. Six states which signed but did not ra�fy 
the Conven�on are Le.Central African Republic, Egypt, Hai�, 
Somalia, Syria, Tanzania. This is not a very strong argument since 
the non-member states do not carry much interna�onal weight 
except for Israel and Egypt

ii.   The basic weakness of the Conven�on lies in the absence of 
interna�onal monitoring and inspec�ons and verifica�on 
mechanism. Complaints can be referred to UNSC and only the 
UNSC can authorize an inves�ga�on. Security Council Resolu�on 
1540 also imposes binding obliga�ons on all states to prevent the 
prolifera�on of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons and their 
delivery systems.

iii.     No arrangements are in place for coordina�on among state par�es, 
with the United Na�ons or with the WHO in case of a Biological 
a�ack. (Indian nuclear doctrine threatens to use nuclear weapons   
in response to a Chemical or Biological a�ack).

iv.      Ins�tu�onal issues:    Although there is provision for the       annual 
mee�ngs of the State Par�es and Review Conferences every five 
years, there is no secretariat or support structure to monitor 
developments  or  coordinate  with member states like  the  OPCW 
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     or the Chemical Weapons Conven�on. There is an only three-  
member group called the 'Implementa�on Support Unit' as a part 
of the UN Department of Disarmament in Geneva.

V.�     It  is  highly  unlikely  that   any verifica�on measures      inducing 
challenge inspec�ons can be adopted in the face of staunch 
opposi�on by the United States. The rightwing, na�onalis�c 
jingoism of the present leadership in the United States will 
con�nue to ensure that such proposals get short shri�.

         NEW THREATS
Threat of acquisi�on of biological weapons by non-state actors and 
terrorist a�ack threats to poorly secured facili�es holding poten�ally 
dangerous agents/toxins/viruses.
 
Rapid advances in bio-technology, lack of disease outbreak 
preparedness and response, bacteriological weapons can be quickly 
mul�plied in labs and pharmaceu�cal factories.

What needs to be done:
1. Sufficient and sustained funding and payment of arrears by State 

Par�es and the expansion and strengthening of ISU.
2. Strong leadership and reaffirm importance of Treaty.
3. Vision to link BWC as part of a larger interconnected Global 

Security Architecture.

The Biological Weapon Treaty needs to be reinvigorated and its 
importance should be reaffirmed, both in terms of non-prolifera�on of 
WMD and as Global Health Security Issues, by preven�ng detec�ng and 
responding to infec�ous diseases threats, weather natural, deliberate or 
accidental. 

Inam-ul-Haque 

Former Foreign Minister

Pakistan
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