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Sixth Cooperative Idea
Building a WMD-Free Zone on the Two Existing Conventions

This Policy Forum issue analyses both progress made by and challenges facing the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) and Biological and Toxin 
Weapons Convention (BTWC). It does so in order to explore under what conditions and to what extent these two conventions might help build a zone 
in the Middle East free of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and their delivery vehicles (DVs). Finally, the issue presents some options for the future 
and a major long-term initiative towards this ambitious goal.

Background and Context: 
Exploring an “Old” Idea 
under Difficult Political 
Circumstances in the Middle 
East/Gulf

During the first half  of  2013 the num-
ber of  allegations of  chemical weapons 
(CW) use in the Syrian civil war rose rap-
idly, culminating in the attacks using the 
nerve agent sarin on Ghouta in August. 
Following joint diplomatic action by Rus-
sia and the United States, Syria joined 
the CWC two months later with a clear 
promise and commitment to eliminate its 
entire CW stockpile, despite the ongoing 
war. The international community invest-
ed great resources in removing chemical 
warfare agents and precursor chemicals 
from the country under the supervision 
of  the Organisation for the Prohibition of  
Chemical Weapons (OPCW), and destroy-
ing them in Europe and the United States.

Syria was the last known CW possessor 
country in the Middle East. As a result 
of  the Syrian decision, initial actions by 
Israel clearly indicated that it viewed the 
CW threat as considerably lessened. Hope 
therefore rose internationally that Israel 
– already a signatory state – might soon 
ratify the CWC. However, as shown in 
this Policy Forum issue, general political 
trends in the Middle East (including in the 
Gulf  region), as well as continuing reports 
of  CW attacks in Syria and mounting sus-
picions that the country had not been fully 
forthcoming in declaring the full scope of  

its CW programme to the OPCW, thwart-
ed such hopes.

This Policy Forum issue analyses both 
progress made by and challenges facing 
the CWC and BTWC. It does so in order 
to explore under what conditions and to 
what extent these two conventions might 
help build a WMD/DVs-free zone in the 
Middle East/Gulf. Finally, the issue pres-
ents some options for the future and a 
concrete next step towards achieving this 
demanding zonal arrangement.

Progress Made by the 
Chemical Weapons 
Convention

2017 marked the 20th anniversary of  the 
entry into force of  the CWC. To date it is 
the most complete weapons control treaty 
in operation: it delegitimises the acquisi-
tion and possession of  an entire category 
of  weapons in times of  peace and their 
use in armed conflict. The treaty’s scope is 
comprehensive: it covers any toxic chem-
ical that is developed, produced, or used 
with the intention of  harming humans 
and animals through the exploitation of  
its poisonous effects. The prohibition 
also applies to non-state actors, and par-
ties to the treaty are required to adopt and 
enforce specific legislative and regulatory 
measures to criminalise certain types of  
activities that contravene the objectives 
and purpose of  the CWC, and to prevent 
illicit technology transfers to state and 
non-state entities.

The convention has also established an 
international organisation, the OPCW, to 
oversee the destruction of  declared CW 
and organise the verification of  national 
declarations by states parties. The agency 
is based in The Hague. As of  1 January 
2018, 192 states were members of  the 
OPCW. On the final day of  the 22nd Ses-
sion of  the Conference of  States Parties 
(27 November-1 December 2017), South 
Sudan formally announced its intention to 
accede soon to the CWC following its deci-
sion to do so on 25 August 2017. This will 
leave only three states outside the conven-
tion, two of  whom are in the Middle East: 
Egypt, Israel, and North Korea. The Unit-
ed Nations (UN) Secretary-General is the 
depositary of  the CWC. Secretary-General 
António Guterres notified the UN mem-
bership of  the State of  Palestine’s deposit 
of  its instrument of  accession to the con-
vention on 29 December 2017, meaning 
that it would have become the 193rd state 
party on 28 January 2018 (UN, 2018a).1 
However, on 11 January 2018 he formal-
ly informed UN members that Palestine 
had withdrawn its instrument of  accession 
three days earlier (UN, 2018b). The rea-
sons for this withdrawal are unclear (Zan-
ders, 2018).

At the start of  2018, 96.3 per cent of  
all declared CW stockpiles had been de-
stroyed under international supervision. 

1  Palestine has UN observer state status since 
29 November 2012 and has now joined over 50 
international treaties. However, it is not normally 
included in lists of potential state parties to treaties 
(the exception being the Treaty on the Prohibition of 
Nuclear Weapons, to which it is presently a signatory).
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Background and Context: 
The Traditional Core 
Disagreement and the 
Challenge to Overcome It

This Cooperative Idea addresses the key 
challenge of how to bridge the basic gap 
between the traditional “Peace First!” 
(Israel) versus “Disarmament First!” 
(Egypt-led Arab states) positions. This 
disagreement on conceptual regional 
security matters was the essential 
factor that impeded a joint agenda for 
the envisaged conference in Helsinki 
on a zone free of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) and their delivery 
vehicles (DVs)/WMD/DVs-free zone. 
In turn, this disagreement mainly led to 
the failure of the 2015 Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT) Review Conference 
(RevCon).

This leads us directly to the Glion/Geneva 
Process initiated by the former Finnish 
facilitator, Ambassador Jaakko Laajava, 
with its achievements and unresolved 
questions. Relevant developments after 
the failed RevCon will also be taken 
into consideration, as will the relevant 
working paper submitted by Egypt at 
the First NPT Preparatory Committee 
(PrepCom) on 1 May 2017 (Egypt, 2017) 
and the joint working paper submitted 
separately by 12 Arab states on 4 May 
2017 (Bahrain et al., 2017).

The following two achievements of 
the Glion/Geneva process should be 
acknowledged so that any further efforts 
can and should build on them:

After 19 years, major regional players 1. 
sat for the fi rst time around the same 
table during the fi ve informal multi-
lateral meetings held between October 
2013 and June 2014.
The participants agreed on decision-2. 
making by consensus as well as on 
organisation, modalities, and rules of 
procedures.

Among the defi cits to be overcome are the 
following:

Arab countries have complained that 1. 
the meetings were not (adequately) 
recorded.
Especially to Amb. Laajava’s chagrin, 2. 
many states did not send high-level 
representatives who would have been 
in a position to take decisions.

Three major unresolved issues remain:
The role of the United Nations 1. 
(UN) both in terms of its concrete 
involvement and the overall framework 
of the required communication and 
conference process (see Finaud and 
Kubbig, 2017);
the above-mentioned gravest failure of 2. 
coping constructively with the funda-
mental conceptual and security-related 
gap (in this context, a concrete date 
for the Helsinki conference was also 
controversial); and
follow-on steps (a road map) after the 3. 
envisaged Helsinki Conference.

This POLICY FORUM issue aims at building 
on the above-mentioned achievements of 
the Glion/Geneva process and taking the 
defi cits into account, while exploring steps 
for dealing constructively with the second 
challenge in a way that does not lose sight 

First Cooperative Idea
Bridging the Most Fundamental Gap: 
A Dual-Track Approach That Simultaneously Pursues Disarmament 
and Regional Security

Bernd W. Kubbig and Marc Finaud

This POLICY FORUM issue summarises the achievements and defi cits of the Glion/Geneva informal consultation process and describes the currently 
held divergent positions of major players. With reference to several necessary conditions for success, the authors make concrete proposals for a 
compromise-oriented new NPT cycle that does not repeat the mistakes of the past.

of one essential issue: that (in)formal 
communication and conference processes, 
even if they do not lead immediately to 
an optimal goal such as nuclear disar-
mament in the Middle East/Gulf, are a 
vital component of any security strategy. 
Compromise-oriented policies as a key 
to progress are needed more than ever. 
However, the issue of a road map will 
only be touched on as a controversial issue 
during the Glion/Geneva Process (see 
Box No. 1), since it is not mentioned in the 
relevant working papers submitted at the 
PrepCom in Vienna.

Where We Stand in the Context 
of the First NPT PrepCom 
in Vienna (2-12 May 2017)

In the aftermath of the 2015 NPT RevCon, 
the two following contradictory features 
can be observed: (1) organisational activ-
ities at the international and regional level 
to overcome the stalemate of non-commu-
nication; and (2) the continuing mainte-
nance of infl exible positions on substantive 
issues, especially by the regional actors. 
The semi-offi cial Moscow Conference 
on 23 May 2016 on “Devising the Next 
Steps” regarding a WMD/DVs-free zone 
was the fi rst attempt to bring together 
all major players at a fairly high level in 
order to test the waters especially among 
the representatives from the Middle East/
Gulf and fi nd new compromise-oriented 
ways out of the predicament (see UNGA, 
2016 [a], p. 3/14). At the end of that year, 
on 14 December, a surprising four-hour 
informal meeting took place in Nagasaki. 
Taking advantage of the UN Conference 
on Disarmament with a number of NPT 
stakeholders present, the Japanese Foreign 
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).

Russia formally concluded its destruction 
operations on 27 September 2017, while 
the United States is expected to com-
plete its destruction operations by 2023. 
With one of  the CWC’s core goals almost 
achieved, the OPCW is gradually moving 
towards a future-oriented disarmament 
agenda under the heading “preventing the 
re-emergence of  chemical weapons”. It is 
increasingly engaging with key stakeholder 
communities, including the chemical in-
dustry, scientists, academia, and civil soci-
ety, to promote the norm against chemical 
weapons and encourage responsible con-
duct. In terms of  engagement with states 
parties, the OPCW is promoting chemical 
safety and security; it also conducts region-
al emergency training exercises in various 
parts of  the world. The organisation set 
up the Advisory Board on Education and 
Outreach as a subsidiary body to help de-
velop and implement strategies for stake-
holder engagement.

In November 2018 states parties will hold 
the 4th Review Conference of  the CWC. 
They will hear detailed reports from the 
open-ended working groups on future pri-
orities and terrorism, both of  which will 
help to plot the future course of  the OP-
CW’s work. Universalisation will remain a 
key objective; closing the dossier on Syria 
will be an urgent one.

The CWC in Specific Countries 
of  the Middle East/Gulf

As noted earlier, Egypt and Israel are the 
only countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa not to be parties to the CWC. 
Israel signed the convention in 1993, but 
has not ratified it, while Egypt is a non-sig-
natory state. Both states are parties to the 
1925 Geneva Protocol prohibiting CW use 
in armed conflict.

The reasons for their refusal to become 
parties to the convention have different se-
curity and geopolitical rationales. Egypt’s 
primary goal is to force Israel to dismantle 
its nuclear arsenal, in pursuit of  which it 
seeks its neighbour’s accession to the Nu-
clear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). It 
views accession to the CWC as a bargain-
ing chip to achieve its strategic objective. 
Israel, in contrast, demands peace treaties 
with other Middle Eastern powers before 
it is willing to consider any reductions in 
its armaments. Its confidence in multilat-
eral international agreements and arrange-
ments to guarantee its national security is 

low to non-existent. The prospect of  any 
progress in the foreseeable future appears 
to be slim in view of  these mutually exclu-
sive objectives. 

Furthermore, convinced that Iran will 
continue its quest for a nuclear weapons 
capacity and qualitatively and quantitative-
ly expand its ballistic missile arsenal, Israel 
is highly sceptical of  the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of  Action. Israel interprets 
Iran’s active involvement in the Syrian 
and Yemeni civil wars, together with its 
support for proxies in other parts of  the 
Middle East, in terms of  Iran’s region-
al hegemonic ambitions. Both countries 
view each other in zero-sum terms. Even 
though Israel does not appear overtly con-
cerned about the chemical warfare alle-
gations in Syria, it interprets in a similar 
vein Iran’s forceful denial that the Syrian 
government bears responsibility for most 
of  the attacks, as confirmed by the OPCW 
and the now defunct OPCW-UN Joint In-
vestigative Mechanism (JIM).

Attempts to resolve the Palestinian issue 
appear to have reached a total deadlock. 
The Trump administration’s announced 
intention to move the US embassy to Je-
rusalem and its blunt threats of  retaliation 
against UN members that oppose the de-
cision are not helpful in this respect either.

Chemical Weapons Disarmament in Libya

In view of  the country’s escalating inter-
nal conflict, the OPCW (endorsed by the 
UN Security Council) decided in July 2016 
to remove the remaining precursor chem-
icals from Libyan territory and have them 
destroyed in Germany (UNSC, 2016). Fol-
lowing the precedent set by the CW dis-
armament operation in Syria, a multina-
tional coalition under OPCW supervision 
successfully evacuated the Category 2 CW2 
from the Libyan port of  Misrata on 27 Au-
gust 2016. On 5 January 2018 the German 
government announced the completion 
of  destruction operations. Five hundred 
tonnes of  precursor material had been de-
stroyed at specialised facilities in Munster, 
north Germany (DW, 2018).

The OPCW and Syria

From the OPCW’s perspective, there are 
three dimensions to the disarmament of  

2   In the CWC, Category 2 covers munitions filled 
with toxic chemicals and any weaponised chemical 
agents other than those in Schedule 1.
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).

3

CW in Syria: the verified destruction of  
declared weapons holdings and infrastruc-
ture; the possibility of  undeclared mate-
rials and activities; and the use of  toxic 
agents in the civil war. 

In his statement to the 22nd Conference 
of  States Parties, the OPCW director-gen-
eral stated that all declared Syrian CW 
(agents, precursors, munitions, and spe-
cialised equipment) had been destroyed, 
much of  which was done by a multina-
tional coalition of  states parties. More-
over, the coalition verified the destruction 
of  25 of  the country’s 27 CW production 
facilities. He added that initial inspections 
of  the two remaining installations, which 
had been previously inaccessible, were 
completed in early November 2017, and 
destruction operations were to be initiated 
later in that month.

A Declaration Assessment Team was set 
up within the OPCW Technical Secretariat 
to study Syria’s declarations in detail and 
discover any anomalies. Under great pres-
sure, Syria has been providing additional 
documentation. Notwithstanding, it has 
not fully resolved all identified gaps, in-
consistencies, and discrepancies, making 
its declaration inaccurate and incomplete. 

The OPCW Fact-finding Mission has con-
firmed the repeated use of  CW in Syria. 
The UN Security Council established the 
OPCW-UN JIM to assign responsibility 
for these chemical attacks. The JIM has 
held the Syrian government responsible 
for several attacks. However, Russia and 
Iran took grave issue with the allegations 
of  a government forces sarin attack in 
Khan Sheikhoun on 4 April 2017, a dis-
agreement that ended in October with 
Russia vetoing a draft UN Security Coun-
cil resolution to extend the JIM’s mandate. 
The veto, however, does not affect the in-
vestigations of  the Fact-finding Mission, 
just attempts to assign responsibility for 
the CW attacks.

The non-state group Islamic State in Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) has been responsible for 
some isolated attacks with chlorine and 
mustard agents in Syria and Iraq. This has 
created new challenges for the OPCW in 
terms of  investigating and responding to 
the alleged incidents. Indeed, these inci-
dents mostly involved the use of  CW by 
non-state actors on the territory of  a state 
party to the CWC that are not under the 
control of  that state party. With the almost 
complete elimination of  ISIS in both Iraq 

and Syria, such attacks have all but ended.

The BTWC and the Middle 
East/Gulf

While the BTWC is older than the CWC, it 
does not have an international organisation 
to oversee its implementation or a verifica-
tion toolbox. The number of  states parties 
is increasing gradually, having reached 179 
in September 2017. This makes it the third 
most successful weapons control treaty af-
ter the CWC and NPT. In the Middle East, 
Egypt and Syria have signed, but not rati-
fied the convention. Israel is a non-signa-
tory state. However, Syria is a party to the 
1925 Geneva Protocol, which also prohib-
its the use of  biological weapons (BW) in 
armed conflict.

Since the failure to negotiate a legally 
binding protocol in 2001, BTWC states 
parties have adopted annual work pro-
grammes in between the five-yearly review 
conferences. The agendas of  the so-called 
inter-sessional meetings have tended to 
focus on actionable items (national imple-
mentation, science and technology review, 
assistance and cooperation for peaceful 
purposes, etc.) that can be implemented by 
individual states parties rather than activ-
ities involving multilateral negotiations or 
coordination. Iran has steadfastly opposed 
this approach, and over the past few years 
has increased its resistance to it. Its unfal-
tering refusal to grant the annual meeting 
of  states parties any decision-making au-
thority has proved a major impediment to 
incremental regime building. 

BW are presently not a prominent security 
concern in the Middle East. In contrast, 
certain emerging and re-emerging infec-
tious diseases (including avian influenza 
and Middle East respiratory syndrome) 
are causes of  transnational public health 
concerns. In the BTWC context, disease 
surveillance, reporting, and assistance are 
areas of  possible regional cooperation 
despite the cleavages in the Middle East. 
However, in the past initiatives have fal-
tered as soon as international funding 
ceased, indicating region-wide lack of  
ownership of  the issue. Given the recent 
regional geopolitical developments men-
tioned earlier, today it no longer seems 
feasible to convene technical expert meet-
ings bringing together representatives 
from Arab countries, Iran, and Israel (even 
though general discussion forums are still 
possible). For certain Arab countries, the 



participation of  Iranian and/or Israeli 
non-governmental experts in a focussed 
working group is no longer an option. 

Options for the Future 

The inclusion of  CW and BW in attempts 
to establish a Middle Eastern zone free 
of  non-conventional weapons has always 
been problematic at best. The “WMD” 
metonym made it easy to group the three 
weapons categories in the initiative that 
originated under the NPT. Proposers 
knew that the nuclear weapons issue was 
the most difficult to achieve and suggest-
ed that adherence to both the BTWC and 
CWC in order to meet the proposal’s goals 
was the low-hanging fruit. While nuclear 
disarmament straddled two geopolitical 
cleavages involving respectively Iran and 
Israel, CW are a uniquely Arab problem in 
the region’s post-Second World War his-
tory, while BW hardly feature in regional 
security concerns.

Current regional geopolitics seems to pre-
clude any possibility of  reframing BW-re-
lated issues, including bioterrorism, as 
questions of  regional public health. This 
implies that even on a technical or aca-
demic level, any idea of  region-wide co-
operation and thereby working towards 
enhanced confidence and transparency are 
likely to remain stillborn. 

All Middle Eastern parties to the CWC 
benefit from the OPCW’s regional and 
national cooperation and assistance pro-
grammes. However, compared with the 
question of  regional nuclear disarmament, 
which directly involves Israel, Arab coun-
tries have remained remarkable indiffer-
ent to the many uses of  CW, despite the 
history of  chemical warfare in the region. 
For instance, not a single member of  the 
Arab League contributed financially or 
materially to the disarmament operations 
in Syria and Libya. Many high-level Arab 
diplomats privately believe that the Syrian 
government is not responsible for most of  
the CW use in the civil war. 
 

Conclusions and the Next Big 
Step: Initiating Educational 
Groundwork 

In view of  the lack of  credible immedi-
ate or short-term steps, the only option 
for the time being appears to be to engage 
in educational and outreach activities with 
various constituencies on the root causes 
of  chemical warfare, and to reflect on the 
region’s history. The legacies of  colonial 
warfare (Ethiopia, Libya, and Morocco), 
the war in Yemen, and the three Gulf  wars 
could become focal points for discussions 
on the value of  disarmament and support-
ing the CWC beyond one’s national inter-
est. 

In this respect, consideration ought to be 
given to civil society-OPCW partnerships 
in setting up initiatives and programmes. 
Some civil society action or Track-II ini-
tiatives may therefore have to be directed 
towards the OPCW, for instance at the 
annual conferences of  states parties or re-
view conferences. ■
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Ministry invited several Track 1.5 experts 
and offi cials representing, among others, 
the three co-conveners (the Russian 
Federation, United Kingdom [UK], and 
United States [US]).

Indicating that the Arab governments 
wanted to play their active part in 
overcoming the stalemate of non-commu-
nication, at the regional level the Secretary-
General of the Arab League had already 
decided in March 2016 to establish a Wise 
Persons Commission consisting initially 
of six people, later extended to ten. The 
report of the members, who were requested 
to evaluate and propose new zone-related 
ideas and options on how to proceed, was 
due in March 2017, immediately before the 
First NPT PrepCom, but the Commission 
did not issue an outcome document 
(Pugwash, 2017). On 25 January 2017 
representatives of all three co-conveners 
met in Amman with members of this 
Commission.

Whether in Moscow, Nagasaki, or Amman, 
in terms of substance, the vital differ-
ences especially among the major regional 
actors could not be bridged. In Moscow, 
everybody – not only the regional repre-
sentatives, but also others – repeated the 

positions they held before the 2015 NPT 
RevCon. This is why the Russian Foreign 
Ministry did not plan a follow-up meeting 
at that time. The gathering in Nagasaki 
was a variation on the theme. A very short 
Foreign Ministry media release in Japanese 
only mentioned “that the meeting was held 
without any substance”. In Amman, the 
three representatives of the co-conveners 
and the members of the Wise Persons 
Commission played the ping-pong game 
of mutual expectations once again: while 
the three extra-regional diplomats stressed 
the need for initiatives from the Middle 
East/Gulf to bridge the gaps, the Arabs 
in turn asked the three co-conveners to 
supply impulse proposals.

This is also the bottom line of the separate 
working papers by Egypt and the 12 Arab 
countries in the context of the First NPT 
PrepCom in Vienna. They repeat the 
traditional positions (including those of 
the working paper submitted by Bahrain 
on behalf of the Arab Group on 22 April 
2015 during the NPT RevCon in New 
York). Seeing the ball to be in the court 
of the co-conveners implies that the Arab 
countries did not come up with a unifi ed 
position in Vienna on how to move forward 
on the issue. And yet the cracks among 
the Arab states are highly visible. It is not 
by accident that Egypt looked isolated in 
Vienna, while the group of the other 12 
Arab countries is not homogeneous.

We heard different stories from Arab 
decision-makers in personal encounters at 
the First NPT PrepCom. Some representa-
tives told us that the disagreement was only 
a matter of tactics – the Secretary-General 
of the Arab League, refl ecting the majority 
of the members, had decided accordingly. 
Three Gulf countries – Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – 
were in favour of making use of the First 
PrepCom by coming up with a position 
paper as a means of infl uencing the debate 
early on. Differently from Egypt, at least 
some, if not most, of the other 12 Arab 
countries acknowledge the value of the 
2010 Mandate, which they see as still valid. 
In their joint working paper of 4 May 2017 
they support a “consultative process” (para. 
11.d) under the auspices of the UN and 
the three depositary states, leading to the 
“immediate convening” (para. 11.b; emphases 
in original in bold) of a WMD/DVs 
conference. But all 13 Arab states are united 
in considering that the 1995 Resolution on 
the Middle East is still the basic document 

Box No. 1: The Road Map as a Controversial Issue

For the Arab countries, a road map was an important element from early on, as the “Arab 
proposal for 2012 conference Final declaration document paper/Elements for 2012 
Conference Final Document” shows. On the basis of the 1995 Resolution on the Middle East 
and the 2010 Mandate/Middle East Action Plan, the draft concluding document of the Helsinki 
Conference should defi ne and adopt a formalised conference process following the gathering. 
It should also draw up a detailed road map with concrete to-be-met dates and accountable 
reporting, specifi cally: the creation of three working groups on the WMD/DVs-free zone; the 
convening of these working groups “on a regular basis every three months”; the convening 
of a follow-up conference “on an annual basis until the zone is established”; and the presen-
tation of a “comprehensive report on the outcome of the 2012 Conference, and progress 
within the working groups, to be presented to successive NPT Review Conferences and their 
Preparatory Committee meetings”.

The “Sandra’s List” document of 26 November 2013 issued by the Offi ce of the Facilitator, 
however, was vague and inconclusive on the issue of a road map, while the “Informal Orientation 
Paper” by the Facilitator’s Offi ce on 28 November 2014 presented the topics mentioned in 
the following in brackets, i.e. as unresolved: the creation of a coordinating committee “to 
foster the political dialogue in the region” and the setting up of two expert groups, one on the 
properties of the zone and on verifi cation and compliance, and the other on unspecifi ed confi -
dence- and security-building measure [CSBMs] and cooperation in the Middle East. Also, in 
a vague way, the “Informal Orientation Paper” “consider[s] further steps to enhance security 
and cooperation in the region of the Middle East, including the convening of possible further 
Expert Groups and the possibility of a new Conference” (emphases added). 

The strong differences in terms of concreteness and the commitment to establish a formalised 
conference process could not be overcome. (All cited documents were tabled during the 
Glion/Geneva consultations but not made public.).
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First Cooperative Idea
Bridging the Most Fundamental Gap: A Dual-Track Approach That Simultaneously Pursues Disarmament and Regional Security

it on non-state/hybrid actors’ access to 
WMD-related and radiological material 
and make this a unifying factor?

During such a long-haul discussion 
process, all sides may recognise that 
weapons of all kinds matter, but have 
to be seen as the nucleus of broader and 
ultimately all-inclusive security arrange-
ments in the Middle East/Gulf. This 
implies looking beyond the narrow areas 
of non-proliferation and disarmament and 
striving for spill-overs from policy fi elds 
where cooperation (and the confi dence 
that goes with it) is already in place or can 
easily be promoted, albeit discreetly. n

The Next Steps: 
Parallel Working Groups on 
Disarmament and on Regional 
Security with a Concrete Focus

Even if one remains within the NPT 
setting, we seriously doubt that one session 
of the conference, as proposed by the 
Russian working paper, will be acceptable 
to the other two depositary states, who act 
as the protectors of Israeli interests. At the 
same time, we have documented a number 
of time-consuming (yet futile) attempts at 
bringing the topics of disarmament and 
regional security together (see Box No. 2).

We suggest that all Middle East/Gulf 
actors and Israel should address the 
essential gap issue during the consultative 
process – and in a concrete way. The 
regional security focus should be limited 
to a to-be-discussed and agreed-upon list 
of ultimately fi ve priorities. This limitation 
would be a sign that this focus is not meant 
to delay discussion on the nuclear issue. 
The discussion and selection process may 
contain new and surprising compromise-
oriented opportunities, and even unifying 
elements:

One may fi nd • conventional arms control 
again on the Israeli list – but the Arab 
countries should not worry: the results 
of joint analyses may turn out to be 
in their favour because such analyses 
may show how superior Israel is in 
terms of conventional arms across 
the board. This fi nding may make it 
more diffi cult for the Israelis to legiti-
mately justify retaining their nuclear 
arsenal – at least at current levels. 
In turn, the Israelis may encounter a 
much more differentiated Arab League 
with motives, interests, and security 
concerns/specifi c threat perceptions 
and priorities that have, for instance, 
partly changed in view of the perceived 
Iranian factor since Israel started its 
nuclear activities.

One could discover • ballistic missiles 
(especially those with a verifi able range 
of 70 km or more that can carry WMD 
warheads) as a promising starting point 
for addressing the nuclear issue in an 
indirect, elegant, and politically less 
loaded way.

Terrorism•  may show up on the Israeli list 
in general terms. Why not try to focus 
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