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Introduction 

The use of chemical and biological weapons (CBWs) has been banned under international law for 

decades, yet several states continue to possess or develop these capabilities, threatening global security. 

These weapons are designed to cause mass casualties, spread fear, and destabilize societies, often with 

relatively low cost and high impact. 

Historically, chemical weapons were used on a large scale during World War I, causing more than 

one million casualties. Biological warfare became militarized during the 20th century, especially with the 

weaponization of anthrax, plague, and smallpox. Despite the adoption of the 1925 Geneva Protocol, the 

1972 Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), and the 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), 

instances of defiance continue to occur. 

The implications are severe, including chemical attacks in Syria, the poisoning of political 

opponents with nerve agents, and concerns over state or non-state actors engineering pathogens all 

demonstrate the urgency of collective prevention. Preventing the use of chemical and biological weapons 

is not a matter of state sovereignty, but also important to test international cooperation, verification, and 

enforcement. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Chemical Weapons  

Toxic chemicals or their precursors intended to cause death, harm, or incapacitation through their 

chemical action. Examples include sarin, VX, and mustard gas. 

 

Biological Weapons  

Microorganisms (bacteria, viruses, fungi) or toxins deliberately used to cause disease or death in 

humans, animals, or plants. Examples include anthrax and botulinum toxin. 

 

Verification/Compliance Mechanisms   

Monitoring systems, inspections, and enforcement measures designed to ensure states adhere to 

treaties. 

 

Background Information 

Historical Background Information 

The use of chemical and biological weapons (CBWs) has long represented one of the most 

inhumane methods of warfare. The First World War demonstrated its devastating potential when agents 

such as chlorine, phosgene, and mustard gas were used on the battlefield, killing or injuring more than 

one million soldiers. This led to the 1925 Geneva Protocol, which prohibited the use, but not the 

production or possession of such weapons. 

During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union maintained extensive CBW 

programmes. Despite the signing of the 1972 Biological Weapons Convention (BWC), which outlawed 

biological weapons, the Soviet Union continued secret offensive research under the Biopreparat 

programme, producing agents such as anthrax, plague, and tularemia in large quantities. Western states 

also maintained dual-use research with potential military applications. 

The 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) represented a major step forward, transitioning the legal 

framework from a simple ban on use (“no use”) to a total prohibition on possession (“no possession”). It 

established an unprecedented verification and inspection regime under the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). By July 2023, the OPCW confirmed that all declared 

stockpiles, over 72,304 metric tonnes, had been verified as destroyed. Russia completed its destruction in 
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2017, and the United States finalized its efforts in 2023. However, this milestone did not eliminate 

concerns over undeclared stockpiles, potential reconstitution, or chemical compounds that fall outside 

existing schedules. 

Current Situation  

Despite near-universal adherence to the CWC, recent conflicts have exposed serious weaknesses 

in compliance and enforcement. The Syrian Civil War showed how states can defy international norms 

while avoiding unified global response. The OPCW Investigation and Identification Team (IIT) 

determined there were “reasonable grounds” to conclude that the Syrian Arab Air Force used chlorine gas 

in Douma on 7 April 2018, violating both the CWC and UNSCR 2118. These findings underscored how 

political divisions within the UN Security Council can impede accountability mechanisms. 

Similarly, the extraterritorial use of Novichok nerve agents, in the 2018 Salisbury poisoning in the UK 

and the 2020 attack on Russian opposition figure Alexei Navalny, highlighted that state-level violations 

are not confined to conflict zones. These incidents emphasized the difficulty of deterring or punishing 

chemical attacks carried out covertly or through proxy actors. 

On the biological side, the BWC’s lack of a formal verification system remains its greatest weakness. The 

2001 effort to negotiate a verification protocol collapsed after U.S. opposition, citing concerns over 

industrial espionage and national security. Consequently, the BWC relies on confidence-building 

measures (CBMs) that are voluntary and inconsistently reported, limiting transparency and eroding trust. 

The COVID-19 pandemic further revived concerns about dual-use biotechnology, gene editing, and 

synthetic biology, which could theoretically be exploited for hostile purposes if left unregulated. 

In summary, while the international community has made major legal and technical progress in 

eradicating declared stockpiles, political obstruction, technological innovation, and inadequate 

verification continue to undermine global disarmament goals. Preventing the resurgence of CBWs now 

depends not only on treaties but also on sustained international collaboration, scientific oversight, and the 

political will to enforce compliance. 

Major Countries and Organisations Involved 

United States 

Historically maintained chemical and biological programs, now a leading advocate for non-proliferation, 

though it opposed adding verification measures to the BWC. Recently destroyed its last declared chemical 

stockpile (2023). Provides major funding and political support to the OPCW, leverages export 
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controls/sanctions, and runs assistance programs to strengthen national implementation (e.g., under 

UNSCR 1540). 

 

Russia 

Accused of repeated violations, including use of Novichok agents and concealment of Soviet-era 

biological programs. Still central to global negotiations as a permanent UN Security Council member. 

Completed declared CWC stockpile destruction in 2017 but frequently contests OPCW findings and 

methodologies, limiting unified enforcement through Security Council veto power. 

 

Syria 

Documented use of chemical weapons against civilians in the country’s civil war, undermining CWC 

commitments. Target of multiple UN Security Council debates. Added to the CWC in 2013, declared 

stocks were removed for destruction in 2014, yet OPCW IIT reports attribute subsequent attacks (e.g., 

Douma, 2018) to Syrian government forces, leading to suspension of certain rights and privileges in 2021. 

 

North Korea  
Not a signatory of the CWC or BWC; believed to hold significant chemical weapon stockpiles. The 

country’s secretive nature makes verification nearly impossible. The VX assassination of Kim Jong-nam 

(2017) highlighted operational capability and intent; policy responses rely on sanctions, interdictions, and 

tighter export controls. 

 

Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) 

Based in The Hague, enforces the CWC via inspections and investigations. Awarded the Nobel Peace 

Prize in 2013. Verified destruction of all declared global stockpiles (≈72,304 metric tonnes) by 2023, 

conducts routine/challenge inspections, and through the IIT attributes responsibility for certain chemical 

uses, with authority to recommend measures for non-compliance. 

 

World Health Organization (WHO) 

Plays a role in biosafety, disease outbreak detection, and coordination in case of biological weapon 

incidents. Operates under the International Health Regulations for surveillance and response, issues 

biosafety/biosecurity guidance, and interfaces with the UN Secretary-General’s Mechanism in alleged 

biological-weapon incidents. 
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Timeline of Events 

Date Description of Event 

April 22, 1915 First large scale battlefield gas attack, German 

chlorine release at the Second Battle of Ypres 

(WWI). 

June 17, 1925  Geneva Protocol signed, banning use of chemical 

and biological weapons in war. 

November 25, 1969 U.S. formally renounces offensive biological 

weapons (Nixon statement). 

April 10, 1972 Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) opens for 

signature. 

April 29, 1997 CWC enters into force, OPCW begins operations. 

April 28, 2004 UN Security Council adopts Resolution 1540, 

obliging national controls to prevent Weapons of 

Mass Destruction (WMD), (including CBW) 

access by non-state actors. 

July 11, 2007 Albania becomes the first State Party to complete 

verified destruction of its declared chemical 

weapons stockpile. 

September 14, 2013 U.S. and Russia “Framework for Elimination of 

Syrian Chemical Weapons” announced, Syria 

deposits accession to the CWC. 

June 23, 2014  OPCW confirms removal of all declared Syrian 

chemical weapon materials from Syria for 

destruction. 

September 27, 2017 Russia completes verified destruction of its 

declared CWC stockpile. 
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April 7, 2018 Chemical attack in Douma, Syria. 

November 27, 2019 CWC schedules amended to add Novichok-type 

agents (amendment enters into force June 7, 

2020). 

April 21, 2021 OPCW Conference of States Parties suspends 

certain rights and privileges of Syria for non 

compliance. 

December 16, 2021 BWC Ninth Review Conference concludes, States 

Parties establish a Working Group to strengthen 

the Convention and renew the Implementation 

Support Unit (ISU) mandate. 

July 7, 2023 OPCW announces completion of destruction of all 

declared chemical weapons stockpiles under the 

CWC (U.S. finishes final munitions). 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Resolutions 

The Geneva Protocol (1925)  
Prohibits the use of chemical and biological weapons in warfare but not their development, production, or 

stockpiling, creating a loophole that allows states to legally retain and expand such arsenals under the 

guise of deterrence or defense research. 

 

The Biological Weapons Convention (1972/1975)  
Bans development, production, and stockpiling of biological agents and toxins “of types and in 

quantities” without justification for peaceful purposes, but it contains no binding verification mechanism.  

 

The Chemical Weapons Convention (1993/1997)  
 The strongest resolution regarding chemical weapons, banning development, production, acquisition, 

stockpiling, retention, transfer, and use  while mandating verified destruction under OPCW oversight.  
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United Nations Security Council Resolution 1540  
It compels states to adopt national measures to prevent WMD acquisition by non-state actors, including 

CBWs, and has driven export control and biosecurity legislation globally.  

 

United Nations Security Council Resolution 2118 (2013)  
Required Syria’s declared chemical programme to be dismantled under OPCW supervision and 

established a framework for accountability that has since been contested in the Council.  

 

Together, these documents show steady legal progress but also reveal persistent gaps in verification and 

enforcement.  

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
The most consequential success has been the destruction of all declared chemical stockpiles under the 

CWC including Russia’s in 2017 and the United States’ in 2023. However, Syria’s subsequent chemical 

use revealed how political obstruction can damage accountability. When the OPCW-UN Joint 

Investigative Mechanism’s mandate expired during Security Council divisions, the OPCW established its 

own Investigation and Identification Team. The new body was able to maintain credible technical 

attributions, but it lacked automatic enforcement authority. On the biological side, efforts to strengthen the 

BWC collapsed in 2001 after U.S. rejection of a proposed verification protocol, leaving the regime 

dependent on confidence building measures whose reporting has improved but remains inconsistent. 

These cases demonstrate that legal prohibitions alone, without effective inspection, political support, and 

enforceable consequences, cannot restrain determined state actors. 

 

Possible Solutions 
Preventing the use of chemical and biological weapons requires a combination of stronger verification 

systems, closer international cooperation, and clear consequences for violations. 

Strengthening Verification and Transparency​

Delegates may consider ways to make existing treaties more transparent and accountable. This could 

include discussions on how states can share information about biological research or chemical facilities, 

increase data exchanges, or allow for more regular monitoring visits. Improving verification does not 

necessarily require new treaties but can build on existing mechanisms and voluntary transparency 

initiatives. 
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Enhancing International Cooperation​

Greater coordination between countries and international organisations can help identify and respond to 

threats more quickly. Member states might explore frameworks that promote collaboration between the 

United Nations, the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, and the World Health 

Organization. Cooperation in areas such as information sharing, early warning systems, and crisis 

response can strengthen collective security. 

Promoting Accountability and Compliance​

Another approach involves ensuring that international laws are respected and that violations have 

consequences. This could take the form of political or diplomatic measures within existing organisations, 

or through regional partnerships that support investigation and enforcement. Delegates might also discuss 

how to make compliance incentives stronger and more consistent across states. 

Supporting National Implementation​

Many countries lack the resources or technical expertise to fully meet treaty obligations. Encouraging 

assistance programs, capacity building, and funding for secure laboratories and monitoring systems could 

help improve compliance at the national level. Promoting education and awareness on the dangers of 

chemical and biological weapons can also strengthen prevention domestically. 

Encouraging Disarmament and Confidence Building​

Creating trust between states remains essential. Delegates can explore initiatives that promote openness, 

such as voluntary reporting, peer review exercises, or joint training programs. These measures can reduce 

suspicion and demonstrate commitment to peaceful scientific cooperation. 
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Figure 1: Global Progress in the Destruction of Declared Chemical Weapons (1998–2021) 

This figure illustrates the cumulative destruction of declared chemical weapons stockpiles under the 

Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) from 1998 to 2021. By December 2021, 98% of declared 

chemical weapons—over 71,500 metric tonnes—had been safely destroyed, marking one of the most 

significant disarmament achievements in modern history. The data highlights the sustained progress made 

under the supervision of the OPCW, demonstrating the effectiveness of international verification and 

compliance frameworks. 
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