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Assumptions

• The audience has some understanding of:
– what a biological weapon is
– the Biological Weapons Convention
– the Pugwash Conferences

• BW = biological warfare and biological 
weapons are tools to carry this out



Issues to be dealt with: 

– Definition of defensive as opposed to offensive work on BW
– Utilization of existing international channels for guarding 
against military applications of newly acquired microbiological 
knowledge
– Problem of allegations of BW attack
– Composition of inspection teams, terms of reference and 
method of work
– Equipment required by inspection teams and technical 
processes for BW detection
– Usefulness of partial and complete declassification as a means 
of control



Issue 1 

Definition of defensive as opposed to offensive 
work on BW
• Defence against BW needs knowledge of how 

an attack might take place and so needs an 
understanding of offensive BW research

•



Issue 2 

Utilization of existing international channels for 
guarding against military applications of newly 
acquired microbiological knowledge
• Understandings of how the processes work 

that underpin life can be used to intervene 
either positively or negatively



Issue 3 

Problem of allegations of BW attack
• How to distinguish a naturally occurring 

disease from one that has been deliberately 
induced?



Issue 4 

Composition of inspection teams, terms of 
reference and method of work
• Perceptions of fairness and objectiveness
• Where the technical meets the political
• “After detection – what?”



Issue 5 

Equipment required by inspection teams and 
technical processes for BW detection
• Appears at first glance to be a technical issue 

but decisions about what capabilities are 
sufficient are deeply political  



Issue 6 

Usefulness of partial and complete 
declassification as a means of control
• Historically, openness about past programmes 

has provided greater confidence that they 
have been eliminated

• BUT: information availability should enhance 
security not diminish it



 











Note: 

• This was before the BWC negotiations had 
even started and while there were still overt 
BW programmes

• Illustrates the on-going nature of disarmament 
efforts





Pugwash BW activities (1) 

• Korean War BW allegations
• Contributions to the BWC negotiations
• Disproving Yellow Rain allegations
• Confirming Sverdlovsk allegations
• Contributions to implementing and 

strengthening the BWC



Pugwash activities (2) 

• “an enduring open framework for East-West 
dialogue on security-related issues at a time 
when exchanges of mutual suspicions and 
propaganda were clogging the more 
conventional channels of communication”
J. P. Perry Robinson, “The Impact of Pugwash on the Debates over 
Chemical and Biological Weapons”, in: Scientific Cooperation, State 
Conflict: The Roles of Scientists in Mitigating International Discord, 
Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, Volume 866, 30 
December 1998, pp 224-52.



Julian Perry Robinson (1941-2020) 



Pugwash CBW methodology (1) 
• “To provide occasion for person-to-person 

contacts between people with well-informed 
things to say that might bear on policy-making 
for CBW ...” 

• “Would the [BWC], for example, in fact have come about at all 
without those contacts between such people as Heden, 
Humphrey, Kaplan, Meselson and Neild on the one hand, and 
Kissinger and Mulley on the other?”



Pugwash CBW methodology (2) 
• “... to give continuity to the contacts. Through 

its CBW Study Group, Pugwash provided the 
requisite structure.” 

• “This offered, furthermore, a private channel of 
communication between governments and was, it seems, 
occasionally used as such.”



Pugwash CBW methodology (3) 
• “... to conduct research into options for policy 

when this has appeared necessary.” 
• “At one level the purpose has been to undertake tasks which 

should have been, but apparently were not being, done by 
government.  At another level the purpose has been to 
strengthen the hand of policy-level members of the Study 
Group or of recipients of its reports.”



Pugwash CBW methodology (4) 
• “... the function of communication: of reaching 

beyond the policy makers to the world at 
large, with the aim of adding political weight 
to whatever influence Pugwash might be able 
to exert more privately.” 

• “The problem here is that such publicity can be 
counterproductive, as when solid research findings become 
portrayed as political propaganda, which was not a rare 
occurrence during the Cold War years.”



Looking to the future

• The need for all four working methods 
remains important

• Coherence of approach of one informal 
network being able to carry out all four



Three priority areas

• Methodologies for investigation of alleged use 
of BW

• Oversight of scientific and technological 
developments relevant to the control of BW

• Promotion of peaceful uses



Methodologies for investigation of 
alleged use of BW

• Much work already being done in relation to 
the UNSG Investigation Mechanism

• However, vast majority of this by Western 
governments

• Need for global acceptance of methodologies
• Risk of existing work not being built on for the 

BWC if not a global approach



Oversight of S&T developments

• Much work has been done on an S&T review 
mechanism within the BWC

• S&T mechanism, if adopted, will be valuable
• There will still be a place for external, 

independent commentary on S&T 
developments to help ease political processes

• Pugwash is ideally positioned to do this



Promotion of peaceful uses

• Internationally, there are many barriers to 
utilization of S&T developments in the life 
sciences for peaceful purposes

• International engagement can help with this 
adoption while at the same time keep 
awareness levels high on the need for 
responsible science and prohibition of misuses 
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