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Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention
The Eighth Review Conference of the Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and
Stockpiling of Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction, better known as the
Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC), takes place in Geneva from 7 to 25 November 2016.
Together with the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC), the
BTWC provides the foundation of the disarmament and non-proliferation framework in the area of weapons
of mass destruction (WMD). The Convention opened for signature on 10 April 1972 and has been ratified by
175 states parties, including all EU Member States. Lack of a verification mechanism weakens the Convention,
but at present, terrorist use of biological weapons may actually pose the greater threat to public security.

Biological weapons
Biological warfare is the 'deliberate spreading of disease amongst humans, animals and plants'. Biological
weapons are 'complex systems that disseminate disease-causing organisms or toxins'. They generally consist
of two parts – a weaponised agent and their means of delivery. Almost any disease-causing organism (such as
bacteria, viruses, fungi, prions or rickettsia) or toxin (poisons derived from animals, plants or microorganisms,
or similar substances produced synthetically) can be used in biological weapons. Biological weapons have been
described as 'the poor man's atom bomb', because they are relatively cheap to develop and produce. Biological
weapons programmes have included efforts to produce aflatoxin, anthrax, botulinum toxin, foot-and-mouth
disease, glanders, plague, Q fever, rice blast, ricin, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, smallpox, and tularaemia,
among others. The earliest reported use of rudimentary biological weapons in warfare goes back centuries,
with plague-infected corpses being catapulted over the walls of besieged cities, or carcasses of diseased
animals being thrown down wells to poison the enemies' water supplies. In modern times, over 20 countries
are known to have had biological weapons programmes, and some may still do. However, arguably the most
plausible threat today is the use of biological weapons by rogue states as a means to wage 'asymmetric
warfare' against more powerful states, and by non-state actors, in particular terrorist groups.

Main provisions of the BTWC
The BTWC is the cornerstone of multilateral efforts to prevent biological agents and toxins from being
turned into weapons. All states parties to the Convention undertake never to develop, produce, stockpile,
acquire or retain (i) biological agents or toxins 'of types and in quantities that have no justification for
prophylactic, protective or other peaceful purpose' or (ii) weapons, equipment or delivery vehicles 'designed
to use such agents or toxins for hostile purposes or in armed conflict', and to destroy or divert any of the above
to peaceful purposes. There is, by contrast, no ban on states parties developing medicines and vaccines to
combat naturally occurring outbreaks of diseases or defensive biological research and development
programmes. Review conferences have taken place at regular, usually five-year, intervals to review the
operation of the BTWC and relevant scientific and technological developments. The Eighth Review Conference
will focus on enhancing the effectiveness of the BTWC in the face of the most rapid rate of advances in
biological sciences and technologies in history, and on improving assistance to states parties exposed to danger
as a result of a violation of the BTWC or the natural outbreak of a disease (such as the recent Ebola epidemic).
Weaknesses
Unlike the states parties to the NPT and the CWC, states parties to the BTWC have not put in place a
compliance verification mechanism. In the absence of such a mechanism, which remains a central element of
a complete and effective disarmament and non-proliferation regime, different measures have been worked
out. These include Confidence Building Measures (CBMs), a form of voluntary data exchanges among states
parties. However, at the moment, less than half the states parties participate in this measure.
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The EU and the BTWC
All EU Member States have ratified the BTWC. The European Union (EU) supports all multilateral instruments
devoted to disarmament and non-proliferation, including the BTWC. In accordance with the EU Strategy
against the Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction of 12 December 2003, three principles guide the
EU's response to the threat of proliferation of such weapons: effective multilateralism, prevention and
cooperation. The first EU Action Plan on biological and toxin weapons was adopted by the Council in 2006
(Joint Action 2006/184/CFSP). It aimed to promote the universality of the BTWC and support its
implementation by states parties in order to ensure that they transpose the international obligations of the
BTWC into their national legislation and administrative measures. This was followed by a further Joint Action
adopted in 2008 (Joint Action 2008/858/CFSP), and two Council Decisions, Decision 2012/421/CFSP and
Decision 2016/51/CFSP. Since 2006, the EU has allocated €6.3 million to the implementation of the BTWC,
leading — over the past decade — to the accession of an additional 20 countries and an increase in the number
of annual confidence-building measures submissions (CBM) to more than 70. Pursuant to Council Decision
2016/51/CFSP, adopted in January 2016, the EU is for the next three years mainly focusing on supporting
BTWC core activities in four areas, namely (i) promoting universal adherence to the BTWC by encouraging non-
party states to better understand the benefits of joining the BTWC and getting more involved in BTWC
meetings and other activities, (ii) enhancing interaction with non-governmental stakeholders on science and
technology and biosafety and biosecurity, (iii) developing national capacities for BTWC implementation — in
particular in developing countries — by improving the quality and quantity of declarations submitted under
the CBM system to enhance confidence in compliance with the BTWC, and (iv) strengthening the UN Secretary-
General's Mechanism for Investigation of Alleged Use of Chemical, Biological and Toxin Weapons.

Council Decision (CFSP) 2015/2096 of 16 November 2015 sets out the priorities of the European Union for the
Eighth Review Conference of the BTWC, including building and sustaining confidence in compliance,
supporting national implementation, supporting the UN Mechanism for Investigation, and promoting the
universality of the BTWC. The European Parliament recently recommended that the Council support UN efforts
to prevent non-state actors and terrorist groups from developing, manufacturing, acquiring or transferring
weapons of mass destruction and their delivery systems, and that it insist on full compliance with the BTWC.

States parties, signatories and non-state parties to the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC)
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Signatories (states that have signed but not ratified the BTWC): Central African Republic, Egypt, Haiti, Liberia,
Nepal, Somalia, Syria and Tanzania. Non-state parties (states that have not signed or ratified the BTWC): Chad,
Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Guinea, Israel, Kiribati, Micronesia, Namibia, Niue, Samoa, South Sudan and Tuvalu.
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