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+THE BIOLOGICAL AND TOXIN WEAPONS CONVENTION-.

VISION 2030 AND BEYOND

The 1972 Biological and Toxin Weapons
Convention (BTWC) imposes an all-
encompassing prohibition on biological and
toxin weapons. It requires State Parties to
eliminate existing stockpiles, refrain from
proliferation, write  their international
obligations into domestic law, assist one
another in the event of a breach, and
cooperate in the peaceful uses of the life
sciences.

The Convention, having entered into force in
1975, has endured for over half a century,
through a transformation of biology that would
have rendered obsolete many times over any
treaty built around a list of banned agents.
That durability is not an accident. The BTWC
prohibits weapons by their purpose rather
than by naming agents. Article I's General
Purpose Criterion encompasses any pathogen
or toxin, existing or yet to be created,
whatever its method of production. This is the
treaty's central strength and the reason it still
speaks to a biology its drafters could not have
foreseen.

A prohibition built on purpose remains
relevant only if State Parties can continue to
assess how new science relates to it, and the
BTWC has never possessed that capacity. It
has no body to certify elimination, weigh
compliance, investigate alleged use, or follow
where the science is heading. Fifty years on,
the task now is to give a purpose-based
prohibition the institutional, verification and
scientific capacity it has always lacked, as
biological capabilities spread and the sciences
grow more complex.

In 2027, State Parties will convene the Tenth
Review Conference and weigh the
recommendations of the current Working
Group (WG) on the Strengthening of the
BTWC, which completes its work in December
2026.

This Pugwash Briefing Note sets out three
pillars of a regime equal to that task: an
institutional setup, a verification regime and a
science and technology (S&T) review capacity.
We treat these as three expressions of the
essential requirement to keep the prohibition
relevant over the decades ahead.

Institutional Setup

The Implementation Support Unit (ISU),
established in 2006, followed a rise in
intersessional diplomatic activities between
review conferences. The volume of work and
State Party expectations of the ISU have
grown considerably over the past two decades.
State Parties are now on the cusp of deciding
on mechanisms to facilitate international
cooperation and technology exchanges
(Article X), emergency assistance in the event
of exposure to a treaty violation (Article VII),
and the monitoring and assessment of S&T
developments relevant to the Convention.
Each new mechanism will add responsibilities
and tasks for the ISU, and most likely require
additional staff.

Whether the ISU can be the kernel of a future
institutional setup is a different matter. State
Parties appear to be engaged in a modular, yet
unsystematic, reinforcement of the BTWC, with
scant regard for system integration. Beyond a
set of still-underdeveloped core functions, an

independent international disarmament
organisation would improve quality of
decision-making, programming, budgetary

certainty, and the non-discriminatory delivery
of international cooperation and assistance.

Verification

The current WG may recommend that the
Tenth Review Conference establish an Open-
Ended Working Group on Compliance and
Verification, with activities beginning in 2028.



Designing a verification regime is complicated,
and the tendency is to rely on models from
other treaties or to revive earlier efforts to
strengthen the BTWC. Yet, biological weapon
threats have evolved, and over a quarter-
century of intersessional expert meetings,
State Parties have come to appreciate the
transformations of the life sciences and
biotechnological  production.  Verification
methodologies conceived in the previous
century may no longer meet current security
expectations. Four basic sequential questions
underlying the verification enterprise deserve
early framing:

o  Why verify the BTWC? Is the aim to
demonstrate BTWC compliance, or to
deter and detect violations?
Verification once centred on East-West
security concerns. Today, State Parties
on every continent should articulate
their own expectations, interests and
needs.

o What to verify? As biotechnological
capacity spreads globally, the range of
objects and activities to verify widens,
with investigations into alleged use or
unusual outbreaks occupying a distinct
space.

o How to verify? Novel technologies and
methods may prove more suitable to a
changed scientific, technological and
industrial environment than inherited
instruments.

o Who verifies? Alongside a dedicated
international organisation and national
authorities, stakeholder communities
and other agencies, such as standards
bodies, as well as a network of certified
laboratories, could support the
verification mechanism.

Science and Technology

Article XII proves that the negotiators, without
foreseeing today’s biology, anticipated that
the science would move and built review into
the BTWC to keep it relevant. This review,
having become a five-yearly process, now
faces its hardest test: the developments

shaping biological risk over the coming
decades increasingly lie at the convergence of
biology with chemistry, process automation,
artificial intelligence, and quantum physics.

This convergence unsettles a key assumption
underlying the present approach: agents of
concern can be recognised by their
resemblance to known and listed pathogens
and toxins. Generative design tools are
beginning to yield novel functional molecules,
making resemblance an unreliable guide and
eroding the value of static lists and homology-
based screening. The BTWC’s general
prohibition is well suited to this evolving world,
but only if it is served by a standing scientific
capacity which keeps the meaning of that
prohibition current.

Such a capacity would track where the life
sciences are heading and assess what new
developments may mean for the prohibition,
covering not only emerging pathogens and
toxins but also new modes of use and delivery
means. It would anticipate rather than react to
developments, and would draw on scientists,
technologists, and industry experts from
across all regions, in addition to governments.
I[ts assessments would also strengthen
verification, since what State Parties can verify
depends on what the science enables them to
detect. To do this work, it should sit within the
future institutional setup, as part of the
integrated organisation the regime still lacks.

In Closing

The BTWC has lasted because it bans by
purpose, not by list. That same design now
asks more of the regime, because a purpose-
based prohibition retains its force only where
State Parties can continue to assess what new
science means for it. The institutional,
verification, and scientific capacities set out
here are what would enable the Convention to
do that. The Pugwash CBW WG will continue to
develop this Vision 2030 and Beyond ahead of
the Review Conference and welcomes the
views of experts and practitioners.
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