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AN event of great historical importance 
took place on 13-15 January of this 
year: at a ceremony in Paris , 130 nations 
signed a treaty banning the develop
ment , production and use of chemical 
weapons. 

There have been many international 
arms-control treaties in the past few 
decades, but each had some inherent 
weakness. The 1968 Nuclear Non
Proliferation Treaty , generally thought 
to have been highly successful (despite 
the recent defection by North Korea), 
actually legitimizes the possession of 
nuclear weapons , even though by only 
five privileged states. The 1972 Biologic
al Weapons Convention is all-embracing, 
but has no proper verification mechan
ism to ensure compliance. By contrast, 
the 1993 Chemical Weapons Convention 
requires all signatory states to destroy 
their existing stocks of chemical weapons 
and prohibits them from developing, 
producing, acquiring or stockpiling such 
weapons in any circumstances. It also 
contains a comprehensive verification 
regime to ensure compliance by routine 
monitoring and 'challenge inspection' 
(under which a signatory state can be 
required to demonstrate its adherence to 
the treaty) and a procedure for action in 
cases of non-compliance. 

It is astonishing that such comprehen
sive prohibition was achieved for the 
most difficult of the weapons of mass 
destruction. Chemical weapons are the 
easiest, cheapest and quickest to manu
facture from materials widely available 
and constantly used in daily life. Several 
recent events may account for the readi
ness to reach final agreement. One is the 
employment of chemical agents in the 
Iran-Iraq war , and the general feeling of 
revulsion about their use against the 
Kurds by President Saddam Hussein. 
Another is the end of the Cold War and 
the unprecedented unanimity of the 
United Nations Security Council in 
peacekeeping efforts. 

But there is still a long way to go from 
the signing of the treaty to its imple
mentation, and there are many obstacles 
to overcome. The problems facing the 
Organization for the Prohibition of 
Chemical Weapons, set . up to oversee 
the operation, include the destruction of 
the chemical stockpiles, which will take 
many years and be very expensive (more 
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than the cost of produc
tion) and potentially 
dangerous to the environ
ment; and the unease of 
the chemical industry ab
out intrusive monitoring 
and commercial secrecy. 
For these and other 
reasons, there will still be 
many groups seeking a bet
ter understanding of the 
issues surrounding chemic
al weapons. 

Their quest will be met 
to a large degree by Hugh 
Crone's Banning Chemical 
Weapons. A senior re
search scientist in Austra
lia, with many years of ex
perience of the subject, the 
author has managed to 
pack an amazing amount 
of information into a slim 
volume and present it in a 
very readable style: concise 
yet thorough, factual but 
also entertaining, with fre
quent flashes of dry 
humour. 

In these days of rapid 
change, authors of books 

EvoLUTION of the gas mask - the first respirator (top 
left) Issued to British troops In France In April 1915 
after the German chlorine attack at Ypres. By late 
1916, the protection had progressed to the "small 
box" respirator (bottom right). This series of pictures 
appears In Porton Down by G. B. Carter, which traces 
the 75 years of chemical and biological research at 
this UK defence establishment. HMSO, £9.95 (pbk). 

on topical subjects are bound to find 
themselves overtaken by events , but this 
book manages to be remarkably up to 
date (it was nevertheless written before 
the treaty was signed). The accounts of 
the ways chemical agents may harm the 
human body, the offensive capabilities of 
modern chemical warfare, and the de
fensive measures that can be taken 
against them , fulfil Crone's aim to in
form the reader about the relevant facts. 
But I find it difficult to accept his 
assertion that the material is entirely 
scientific and technical (the book in
cludes a discourse on the origin of 
aggression and an essay on arms con
trol) , or his contention that the role of 
the scientist ends with the presentation 
of facts, leaving the rest to diplomats 
and lawyers. This sort of argument is 
usually voiced by those who dislike dis
armament measures. Such problems, 
they say, are of a purely political nature 
and not therefore a matter for scientists 
to discuss; but when on the political 
forum, the same people use the incom
pleteness of technological knowledge 
as an excuse for not reaching final 
agreement. 

In reality there is no clear-cut division 
between the different aspects. There are 
clearly problems with the chemical 
weapons treaty (for example in the defi
nition of a chemical agent and in the use 
of tear gases and herbicides) that require 
the continuous interaction of scientists, 
technologists, industrialists, lawyers and 
politicians. The best illustration of where 
these various groups come together is 

the Pugwash Conferences, at which 
chemical warfare has been discussed 
since 1959. The topic has been pursued, 
often with the Stockholm International 
Peace Research Institute, in many sym
posia and workshops. It is generally 
acknowledged that such informal discus
sions contributed greatly to the success 
of the official negotiations on the 
Chemical Weapons Convention at the 
Geneva Conference on Disarmament. 

An important aspect of the success of 
the treaty is that it can serve as a 
stimulus for an analogous treaty on 
nuclear weapons. An argument usually 
trotted out against the elimination of nu
clear weapons is that they cannot be 
disinvented: even if all nuclear arsenals 
were destroyed through an internation
al treaty, this would not stop a future 
aggressor from producing a new arsenal. 
The chemical weapons treaty knocked 
this argument on the head. As Crone 
points out, a nuclear treaty would be 
difficult to violate because nuclear fuels 
are well characterized, have few places 
of origin and require special handling, in 
sharp contrast to toxic chemicals which 
are of many different types and can be 
produced in many plants and handled 
simply. So the fact that a comprehensive 
treaty that bans chemical weapons has 
been achieved should encourage , and 
serve as a model for , a similar agreement 
on nuclear weapons. D 

Joseph Rotblat, president of the Pugwash 
Conferences, is at 8 Asmara Road, Lon
don NW2 3ST, UK. 
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