
A practical introduction to the 
Biological Weapons Convention 

Daniel Feakes 

Head, BWC ISU 

 

Ngoc Phuong van der Blij 

Political Affairs Officer, BWC ISU 

 

United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs, Geneva Branch 





Photo credit: Keystone 







“Determined, for the sake 
of all mankind, to exclude 
completely the possibility 
of bacteriological 
(biological) agents and 
toxins being used as 
weapons” 
 
“Convinced that such use 
would be repugnant to the 
conscience of mankind and 
that no effort should be 
spared to minimise this 
risk” 



Article I Never under any circumstances to acquire or retain biological 
weapons 

Article II To destroy or divert to peaceful purposes biological weapons and 
associated resources prior to joining 

Article III  Not to transfer, or in any way assist, encourage or induce anyone 
else to acquire or retain biological weapons  

Article IV To take any national measures necessary to implement the 
provisions of the BWC domestically 

Article V To consult bilaterally and multilaterally to solve any problems 
with the implementation of the BWC 

Article VI To request the UN Security Council to investigate alleged 
breaches of the BWC and to comply with its subsequent decisions 

Article VII To assist States which have been exposed to a danger as a result 
of a violation of the BWC 

Article X To do all of the above in a way that encourages the peaceful uses 
of biological science and technology 



The BWC represents an 
“ironclad norm against the 
possession and use of 
biological weapons, and the 
abhorrence associated with 
the very idea of using 
disease as a weapon. How 
many States today boast 
that they are “biological 
weapon States”? Who 
argues now that the 
bubonic plague and 
smallpox are legitimate 
weapons to use under any 
circumstances?” 

Angela Kane, Former UN High 
Representative for Disarmament Affairs 



173 States have joined 

the BWC 

9 have signed but not 

ratified it: Central African 
Republic, Côte d'Ivoire, 
Egypt, Haiti, Liberia, 
Nepal, Somalia, Syria and 
Tanzania 

14 have neither signed 

nor ratified: Angola, Chad, 
Comoros, Djibouti, 
Eritrea, Guinea, Israel, 
Kiribati, Micronesia, 
Namibia, Niue, Samoa, 
South Sudan and Tuvalu 
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BWC is not a UN treaty 

BWC has 3 Depositories: Russia, UK & USA: 

• Convene meetings (& propose dates) 

• Maintain lists of ratification & accession 

• Promote treaty 

• Central point for communication with 
states 

• Seat on General Committee (Bureau) 
during RevCons 

Role of the Depositories 



“The means by which these 
agreements survive and adapt 
to changing conditions after 
they enter into force deserve 
as much attention as the 
negotiations that produced 
them in the first place. They 
cannot be left simply to fend 
for themselves. … For 
governments to realize the 
benefits they originally sought 
in arms control agreements, 
some government officials 
must live with them full-time, 
all the time.” 

Charles Flowerree, former US 
Representative to the BWC 



Role of the RevCon 

    “… a conference of States Parties to the 
Convention shall be held at Geneva, 
Switzerland, to review the operation of the 
Convention, with a view to assuring that the 
purposes of the preamble and the provisions 
of the Convention… are being realized. Such 
review shall take into account any new 
scientific and technological developments 
relevant to the Convention.” 

BWC Article XII 



• Next RevCon will be in late 2016 

• PrepCom in the Spring to deal with procedural 
matters: 
– Organization of RevCon 

– Date & duration 

– Provisional agenda 

– Draft rules of procedure 

– Background documentation 

• RevCon president will be from Eastern 
European Group 

 

Organization of the RevCon 



Seventh Review Conference 2011 

2012 – 2015 Intersessional Programme 

Standing Agenda Items 

System of 

Confidence-

Building Measures 

Procedures & 
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Assistance & 

Cooperation 

Reviewing 

S&T 

Strengthening 
Implementation 

“The purpose of the intersessional programme is to discuss, and 
promote common understanding and effective action” 



BWC meetings: 

• Are paid for by all States Parties annually 

• Are not United Nations events 

• Are serviced by the United Nations 

• Have secretariats formed around the ISU 

• UNODA hosts the ISU 

• Include the costs of the ISU (staff & travel) 

Budget & Administration 



14-18 December – Meeting of 
States Parties 

10-14 August – Meeting of Experts 



Amb. Mazlan Muhammad, Malaysia 



2015 Meeting of Experts 

• Registration: 

– By Note Verbale from your PM in Geneva 

– No need for access badge (online form) 

• Rolling schedule 

• Documents: 

– Submit to ISU asap 

– Advance versions can be made available 

• Side events and poster session 
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System of Confidence-Building 
Measures 



Aim of CBMs 

    “… to prevent or reduce the 
occurrence of ambiguities, 
doubts and suspicions, and 

in order to improve 
international cooperation in 

the field of peaceful 
biological activities” 

 



Role of CBMs 

• Enhance transparency & strengthen trust  

• Establish picture of normal activity 

• Limited focus on abnormal activity 

• Element of compliance (?) 

• Not a tool for verification 

• Cooperation on peaceful use (?) 



CBM Forms 
• Form 0: “Nothing to Declare” or “Nothing New to 

Declare” for use in the information exchange 

• Form A Part 1: research centres and laboratories 

• Form A Part 2: National biological defence 
research and development programmes 

• Form B: outbreaks of infectious diseases and 
similar occurrences 

• Form C: encouragement of publications of results 
& promotion of use of knowledge 

• Form E: legislation, regulations and other 
measures 

• Form F: past activities in offensive and/or 
defensive biological research and development 
programmes 

• Form G: vaccine production facilities 



Suggested CBM Timeline 

December January February March After April 

Inter-ministerial 
Meeting or contact 
December / January 

Throughout January 
Contact non-government 

sources & gather public data 

Send reminders to 
domestic focal points 

Early February 

Mid February 
Chase non-

government sources 

Compile information 
Late February / Early March 

Mid March 
Consolidate 

Text 

Late March 
Review Information & 

Compile final data 

Fill in & send forms  
Early April 

Submission 
Deadline (April 15) 

April 

Follow-up  
activities  
Ongoing 
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www.unog.ch/bwc/cbms 



CBM guide 

• Available in A, C, E, F, R and S 
• Practicalities for submission 
• Identifying resources and 

contacts 
• Detailed guidance on 

completion 
• Subsequent submissions 
• Sources of advice and 

assistance 
• Sample letters 



Procedures & Mechanisms for 
Responding to Use  



Article VII 

• "Each State Party to this Convention undertakes to provide 
or support assistance, in accordance with the United Nations 
Charter, to any Party to the Convention which so requests, if 
the Security Council decides that such Party has been 
exposed to danger as a result of violation of the 
Convention." 

• Additional agreements reached by previous review 
conferences and common understandings identified by past 
Meetings of States Parties: 
– implementation of Article VII 

– building relevant capacity 

– roles 

– the relationship between health and security issues 

 



 Implementation of Article VII 

• “that in the event that this Article might be invoked, the 
United Nations could play a coordinating role in providing 
assistance, with the help of States Parties” 

• further dialogue regarding appropriate means of coordination 
between States Parties and relevant international 
organizations 

• willingness of States Parties to provide assistance if BW used 
by anyone other than a State Party 

• an event relevant to Article VII is more than an animal, plant 
or public health emergency 



Issues for continued discussion 

• challenges to strengthening implementation of Article VII 
• types of assistance that might be required 
• clear procedures for submitting requests for assistance or 

for responding to a case of alleged use of biological or toxin 
weapons 

• strengthening the procedures and mechanisms for the 
provision of assistance: 

• Inventory of assistance 
• Data bank on means of protection 
• Procedures for provisions of means of protection 
• Assistance fund 
• Capacity-building for regional and international organizations, 

including exercises etc 



Implementation Support Unit 

 

“And perhaps most historically of all, we have agreed to 

establish an Implementation Support Unit to assist us in 

implementing the decisions of this Conference. For many 

years, the States Parties have debated the need for 

institutional support for the Convention. Now we have it, 

built not on a political argument, nor on a perception that 

“something is better than nothing”, but on the solid basis 

of the positive and practical contribution the temporary 

secretariat has made over the past three years.” 
 

Ambassador Masood Khan 

President of the Sixth Review Conference 



Assistance and cooperation 

• Assistance and cooperation database 
mandated by Seventh Review Conference 

• ISU is responsible for: 
– Administering the database 

– Facilitating exchange of information  

– Reporting on offers made, requests sought and 
matches made 

• 38 offers of assistance, but only 4 requests for 
assistance 

 



• Ratification 

• National implementation 

• Legislation and administrative 
measures 

• Export/import control 
regimes 

• Confidence-building 
Measures 

• Biorisk management/ Bio-
safety and Bio-security 

• Seminars, courses, training 

 

General offers  

• Governance framework 

• Confidence-Building Measures 

• Disease surveillance/detection 

• Emergency response 

• Coordination 

• Biorisk management/ Bio-
safety and Bio-security 

• Capacity building/ Human 
resources, Equipment, 
Facilities 

• Risk communication 

• Research to improve 
prevention, detection and 
response 

Database offers/requests 

Database: assistance requests & offers 





National contact point 



Sponsorship programme 

• Sponsorship programme mandated by 
Seventh Review Conference 

• Supported by voluntary contributions from 
States Parties 

• Aimed at developing States Parties, who have 
not previously/regularly attended BWC 
meetings 

• Also available for States not party to the BWC 



Restricted area 

• Detailed information on national contact 
points 

• CBM submissions 

• Information on status of progress towards 
universalization 

• Non-public parts of cooperation and 
assistance database 



Today, the norm against the use 
and possession of biological 
weapons remains strong, and no 
country identifies itself as 
possessing biological weapons. 
However, we must remain vigilant.  
The eighth Review Conference in 
2016 is an opportunity to 
consolidate progress and consider 
how to adapt this landmark 
Convention to the challenges 
posed by advances in science and 
technology, … As we witness ever 
more remarkable breakthroughs 
in the life sciences, it is incumbent 
on us to ensure that such 
advances are used responsibly. Ban Ki-Moon, Secretary-General of 

the United Nations 



www.unog.ch/bwc 
@BWCISU 

www.facebook.com/1972BWC 

For more information: 

BWC Implementation Support 
Unit 
United Nations Office for 
Disarmament Affairs 
Palais des Nations 
Geneva 
tel: +41 (0)22 917 2230 
fax: +41 (0)22 917 0483 
e-mail: bwc@unog.ch 

http://www.unog.ch/bwc

