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OVERVIEW
While there was potential to make progress in several areas, the Eighth Review
Conference of the Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) failed to move things
forward, and has left the process for the next few years largely undirected. The
purpose of this workshop was to inform activities of civil society in support of the
aims of the Convention over the next few years. Many of the issues raised and
actions suggested by participants also have relevance to activities that might usefully
be undertaken by states parties and other groups, such as science and technology
communities.
The initial framing of the workshop gave priority to identifying actions that could be
taken by participants to promote progress in the lead up to the 2017 Meeting of
States Parties (MSP). It was clear from early in workshop that there is a high
likelihood that the 2017 MSP (if it takes place) will result in a ‘more of the same’ or
‘nothing until 2021’ outcome (these scenarios are outlined in Appendix 1, p.18). We
therefore paid greater attention to potential activities over the longer period, which
will be needed anyway, and may help create a positive atmosphere for progress at
the 2021 Review Conference.
The urgency of the current situation was not overlooked and it is still considered
important to support more immediate efforts that might achieve a positive outcome
this year.
This report summarises some of the key areas of discussion (Section 1), providing
context and potentially guiding prioritisation for range of potential actions for the
next few years (Section 2), including some that are relevant in the lead up to the
2017 MSP. Appendix 1 covers a few scenarios outlined during the workshop,
consideration of which will also inform selection of options.
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SUMMARY POINTS
•

Preparations by states parties for the Eighth Review Conference were
substantial and largely positive. Productive use of the Preparatory Committee
sessions in April and August 2016 led to expectations that substantive
progress would be achieved in several areas.

•

The frustration of that progress by the blocking actions of a handful of states
led to what has been described as a disappointing outcome, and may be
viewed as a step backward for the formal Convention processes.

•

In general, states parties still recognise the importance of the Convention and
the need to pursue various lines of work to support it. Alongside this there
continues to be a significant role for civil society.

•

The balance of what is pursued within or outside of formal processes is likely
to shift. The meaning, content and likely implications of this shift were one of
the main areas of discussion at the workshop.

•

There are things of value that states, the Implementation Support Unit (ISU)
and civil society can do in preparation for the 2017 MSP, which could
strengthen the chances of achieving a successful outcome, and there are
some matters of particular urgency – including appointment of a chair and
securing funding for the MSP.

•

Even with such efforts, the chances of success (in terms of agreeing a more
effective intersessional process) are low and, given limits to capacity and
resources, this suggests that greater attention and effort be devoted to other
activities through to 2021.

•

Some of these activities would anyway take place alongside an expanded
intersessional process (ISP), but additional actions may have higher value or
warrant greater attention in the scenarios where this is not achieved.

•

For this reason, a lot of discussion focused on the role that civil society can
most usefully play and what its responses might be to different scenarios.
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SECTION 1: MAIN DISCUSSION AREAS
These discussion summaries are designed to provide context for understanding and
prioritising the actions outlined in Section 2.
STUMBLING BLOCKS
There was a substantial gap between expectations and outcomes of the
Eighth Review Conference, largely as the result of blocking action by a small
number of states. This is one indicator that there are barriers that are likely to
arise and which should be considered when trying to develop ways forward.
Anticipating and identifying potential problems will help us to find ways of
resolving them, working around them, or may lead us to decide that efforts
would best be diverted to other routes.
(Issues relating to capacity and resourcing, which are frequently a stumbling block,
are mainly addressed under the next sub-heading on p.6.)
Stumbling blocks considered significant to achieving a positive outcome for the
2017 MSP include:
The set up and mandate of the MSP. It is not clear what the meeting will look
like, what its mandate1 means in terms of what can be done in December, or the
extent to which the meeting will be able to make decisions. The delay in appointing a
chair has meant there has been no movement forward in terms of the informal
discussions and consultation that are needed on these issues, which the
Implementation Support Unit would have been supporting. The limited time
available in the diplomatic calendar adds to the urgency of addressing this problem.
1

“The first such meeting… will seek to make progress on issues of substance and process for the
period before the next Review Conference, with a view to reaching consensus on an intersessional
process.” Final Document of the Eighth Review Conference, Section III: Decisions and
Recommendation, Part B, paragraph 6.
2

http://www.globalgoals.org/global-goals/good-health/.
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Securing funding for the MSP. This should be achieved in time for the
December meeting, but the situation remains uncertain at present.
Momentum for progress. The momentum that may have come from states
parties’ frustration at the Review Conference outcome is likely to dissipate rapidly,
particularly given the multi-issue focus of diplomacy.
Expectations of the intersessional process. There are a lot of expectations
associated with the intersessional process: to be active in many areas, and be many
things to many people. It may well be difficult to balance these expectations with
what can realistically be achieved by an ISP over the next few years.
Stumbling blocks considered significant beyond the 2017 MSP include:
Format of and engagement with formal processes
•

Discussion at the review conferences is very process and outcome focused in
relation to the language of the final declaration. This can cause difficulty
because it provides an immediate and easy opportunity for blocking. It can
also mean that the process is quite removed from discussion of the threat.

•

Individual personalities in delegations and national policy positioning can play
a significant role in outcomes of review conferences. There is also a risk of
such problems spreading in representation across treaties.

•

The fact that so little was achieved following such a positive preparatory
process may be a disincentive to states contributing the same efforts in
advance of the 2021 Review Conference.

•

The formal process may be perceived as increasingly irrelevant and as a low
diplomatic priority in disarmament. Biological warfare is not a main,
compelling, security risk for many states, so there is little incentive for them
to devote time, money and effort in this area. This is connected to problems
of compartmentalisation – where work on biological weapons (BW) issues is
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not joined up to relevant efforts in related areas, such as global health
security and the sustainable development goals (SDGs).
•

States parties’ engagement with formal processes may also decline because
they don’t know what to do in order to get out of the impasse, particularly in
terms of concrete actions that may be taken.

•

The diversity of biology may be another deterrent to action – with so many
scientific disciplines involved, it’s everywhere, and it’s very difficult to know
where to draw lines.
The continued institutional deficit, and particularly the failure to expand

the capacity and secure sustainable funding for the ISU, is limiting what can be
achieved in formal processes, even within the Unit’s current mandate.
Difficulty in achieving a collective voice for civil society. Issues in this area
are complex and there are not many simple messages for civil society to
transmit. There are various perspectives and no single aim, which also means
that there are different metrics for success and failure. Transferring approaches
from other areas that have a simpler message may be problematic.
Diminishing role of UK civil society. This is largely due to the environment
in which it’s operating. Campaigning organisations are generally not active in this
area, and there has traditionally been a strong link between active civil society
and educational establishments / universities. This dominance has an effect on
metrics for success, which are shaped by academic priorities such as the current
focus on publications that fit requirements of the Research Excellence
Framework, and on achieving ‘impact’ in quite a narrowly conceived way. This
includes demand for measurable outcomes that pushes academic work towards
prioritisation of quick, concrete outcomes rather than those that reflect longterm sustainability and e.g. influence on behaviour over time. In general, there is
a narrowing of opportunities for policy-oriented work by academics.
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CAPACITY / RESOURCING
While there is a clear connection between capacity and resourcing and
stumbling blocks, the extent of discussion at the workshop has meant that it’s
worth covering discussion of these issues separately. The discussion on this
topic related to various actors (including civil society, states parties, and the
ISU); and to various factors – particularly time pressures, financial pressures,
and the impact of multiple issues facing diplomats.
An overarching point is the need for sustainable resourcing, which may be
very difficult to achieve, but some possibilities are picked up under points on
funding in Section 2 (p.16).

Generally, effective forward planning of activities within and beyond the formal
Convention processes requires additional funds and resources. Some more specific
issues discussed include:
The Implementation Support Unit
•

Given adequate resourcing, there is a lot more that the ISU could be doing.
Its present levels of personnel and funding are not viewed as sufficient for its
current mandate; any extension to the mandate needs to address this issue.

•

At the time of the workshop, funding for the ISU staff through 2017 had not
been secured – this is now in place until the end of the year. The future
situation is still unstable, even if the ISU stays at its current staffing levels.

Civil society
•

There is limited civil society and NGO activity and presence in Geneva, for
disarmament in general as well as specific to the BWC. There are some signs
that this is growing with, for example, the Geneva Disarmament Platform,
but more funding is needed. There is also a lack of funding to support the
role of BW civil society in the UK.
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•

As well as improvement to its funding situation, civil society capacity could be
enhanced through greater coordination and there are efforts underway to
work out how to build a stronger collective focus going forward.

Industry
•

Industry could play a useful role in support of the Convention, but much of
industry is either not very enthusiastic about or resistant to the idea. There
are some exceptions, with the example given of the work of Desktop
Genetics and Biosecure looking at science-security community links in the
United States and what might be done in the UK.

OPPORTUNITIES
There is a lot that can be done both within and outside the formal BWC
processes, and there are positive indications that many states parties are
interested in continuing actions to support the Convention – for example in
the level of interest in the EU programme to assist national implementation,
and in the final statements delivered at the Eighth Review Conference.

In the scenarios where the outcome of the 2017 MSP is ‘more of the same’ or
‘nothing until 2021’ (see Appendix 1), this potentially opens up additional freedom
of action, including to imagine different futures for the Convention. For example, if
no ISP is agreed, but a series of MSPs remains, working papers might be submitted
on any topic, unconstrained by an ISP agenda.
Civil society does not need to be limited by developments in the formal BWC
processes. It can work in parallel and with shared objectives, but take different paths
going forward. Civil society has historically not played an advocacy role in this area –
this could change.
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Through broadening engagement with other actors, civil society may reduce
the dominance of academic actors and the constraints associated with their usual
sources of funding.
Because Article VII was one area of the Final Declaration in which language
was updated, there are likely to be particular opportunities in this area.
INSIDE / OUTSIDE (BOUNDARIES AND BALANCE)

One of the questions participants were asked to reflect on was whether there
should be a more realistic expectation of the extent to which effective action
can be achieved through formal processes, and how progress might instead
be made through a shift to more activity ‘outside’ of the formal BWC arena1.
It is recognised that care is needed not to diminish the core value of the BWC
as such a shift takes place.

This topic was returned to at several points during the workshop. It does
appear likely that such a shift will take place (and while this was likely to happen
anyway, it will probably gain further impetus if no new ISP is agreed in December).
For many activities, the boundaries between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ are unclear, and it
may not be useful to make a strong distinction between the two. One suggested
boundary was that ‘inside’ activities are those that are officially mandated and / or
endorsed (although this still leaves the status of some activities, such as regional
meetings supported by the European Union and run by the ISU, unclear). The
distinction does not directly relate to value of activities, there may be activities that
are formally endorsed but have lower value in furthering the object and purpose of
the Convention than those undertaken in the outside space.
Some concerns were raised about the implications that such a shift might
have, and this appears to be an area in which further exploration is warranted, for
example investigating the potential advantages and disadvantages of ‘out-sourcing’
8

certain activities. It was also noted that power relations and their impact on
prioritisation and agenda-setting can sometimes be opaque in activities in the
outside space.
There is wide agreement that there are separate and complementary things
that can and are being done in both spaces, and an appreciation that some activities
outside the Convention can contribute things that the Convention can’t. To some
extent there is a continuation of a historical mix of activities with the shared
objective of supporting the Convention. The outside space has grown over time, and
is likely to expand further. Within these spaces, a number of actors (states, regional
organisations, international organisations, science academies, civil society, etc.)
usefully play different roles. The different weight, meaning, authority and validity
associated with these actors and their activities was identified as an area requiring
further consideration.
The area of science and technology (S&T) review is one in which there is
already work on-going outside (and feeding into) formal processes – for example in
the work of science academies on implications of S&T advances. These activities are
likely to continue and may expand, but it is still important that the formal processes
improve their consideration of these issues – both as a key task that review
conferences should undertake, and for which technical expertise can be drawn on at
more regular intervals. While, arguably, the most important thing is that this work is
going on somewhere, maintaining a strong link to formal processes is of high value. If
we face a situation where there is only a short annual MSP through to 2021, there is
still the opportunity for working papers to be put forward, which can have value
even if there is little opportunity to discuss them, for example by facilitating access
to information for states parties that lack capacity to do extensive work tracking S&T
developments themselves.
Even in the situation where many activities shift to the outside space,
achieving expansion of the ISU will be necessary to effectively support the

9

Convention going forward. Until ISU resourcing changes, we have to get there by
other means.
Several international organisations undertake activities that support the
Convention’s aims in ways that might have been part of the role of an Organisation
for the Prohibition of Biological Weapons (including the 1540 Committee, the World
Health Organization, World Animal Health Organization, Interpol, etc.). One of the
major missing elements from this is S&T review, where perhaps UNESCO could have
played a role. Operationally, this aspect has been picked up to an extent by the
European Union and science academies, however their work doesn’t necessarily
have the same weight that work led by an international organisation might. In the
situation in which a significant proportion of activities are taken up by other
international organisations, this could reduce incentives for states’ engagement with
BWC processes.
DISAPPOINTMENT, NOT DISASTER?
Generally, official statements about the outcome of the Eighth Review
Conference have taken the line that it was a disappointment, rather than a
disaster. There is value to adopting this perspective – overstating potential
damage to the Convention may dis-incentivise future efforts to achieve
progress, and further diminish the perceived relevance of its formal
processes. There is also a risk associated with understating the seriousness of
the situation, and civil society in particular may choose not to ‘paper over the
cracks’, particularly if the most minimal outcome is achieved at the 2017 MSP.

It is not clear whether states parties will be prepared to act to ensure that a
similar outcome will not occur again, e.g. at the 2021 Review Conference, for
example by voting to overcome blocking behaviour (this will partly depend on
whether states parties believe that efforts at consensus have been exhausted). It is
also not clear whether states parties will be prepared to put such constructive
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efforts into preparing for future review conferences, given the lack of progress
achieved despite substantial preparatory work in 2016.
Whether or not the outcome of the Eighth Review Conference should be
considered to be more serious than a disappointment, will partly depend on what
can be achieved anyway and the extent to which it matters where it is done (which
connects closely to the inside/outside discussion summarised above). While the
norm against BW appears robust, there are grounds for concern about major
shortcomings in the international system for dealing with deliberate disease threats,
particularly while there are continuing deficiencies in our ability to incorporate upto-date information on BW threats and vulnerabilities.
It’s useful when considering this topic to place the Eighth Review Conference
into broader context. There are positive indicators that states continue to place
value on the Convention, but there are other indicators that certain aspects of the
formal processes are perceived to have diminishing returns for states parties
because a substantive shift to concrete practical actions has not been achieved.

SECTION 2: ACTIONS
A lot of ideas emerged at very different levels and time-scales and for many
different types of action. Many of the ideas presented require further work.
Some of them are specific or more suited to particular actors; others can be
worked on collaboratively by like-minded states, civil society, science and
technology communities, and other groups. The scope of what is achievable
depends heavily on availability of funds to support such actions.

To make the most of the opportunities provided by updating of the language
on Article VII in the Final Declaration of the Eighth Review Conference, it makes
sense to understand where developing countries are looking for help. Linking up
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with groups working on Sustainable Development Goal 32 (Good Health and Wellbeing) could be beneficial – it contains some similar wording to the Final Declaration.
More broadly, building connections with groups such as the Global Health Security
Initiative could be helpful.
Work on education and training initiatives is most likely to remain
concentrated in civil society (for example building on work by Bradford) but with its
value recognised by states parties3. The scientific community might lead on further
work on codes of conduct, supported by civil society and like-minded states, to get
principles agreed going forward4. In both cases, there is potential to feed into
meetings of states parties, for example through national working papers and
statements, and possible side events.
Serious work on S&T review will be going on, including work led by the
National Academies and the Royal Society, and in European Union funded regional
meetings. These activities can also feed reports into MSPs, and there is strong
potential for such activities to continue over the next few years.
To inform thinking on what can be achieved, there will be value to further
exploration of what it is that states parties want from science and technology
review. There was widespread support for strengthening S&T review (with a link to
Article X), more so than for any other proposal. There were some differences around
the composition of the advisory process, but compromise appeared possible on
these. But it isn’t clear what it was that brought in this broad support, and how much
states’ motivations might vary, and there wasn’t much discussion on what the
processes would cover, what would be useful from it, etc.

2

http://www.globalgoals.org/global-goals/good-health/.
For example, see BWC/CONF.VIII/WP.10 - Working Paper 10 from Ukraine and the United Kingdom
“Awareness-raising, education, outreach: examples of best practice”.
4
Building, for example, on BWC/CONF.VIII/WP.30 - Working Paper 30 from China and Pakistan
“Proposal for the Development of a Model Code of Conduct for Biological Scientists under the
Biological Weapons Convention”.
3
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CIVIL SOCIETY FOCUSED ACTIONS
Particularly in the ‘more of the same’ or ‘nothing until 2021’ scenarios, civil
society may need to be more active and take leadership in some areas. In any
scenario, there is still high value to civil society working with formal BWC
processes, but the main focus of its efforts may shift.

Work undertaken / led by civil society might, more specifically, include:
•

Further developing shared aims and objectives to coalesce around.

•

Engaging a younger generation of civil society actors, for example in the life
science community, to help revitalise discussion and take messages back out.
There is a positive example in the expanding engagement of iGEM teams.

•

More generally broadening the base of civil society engagement in the area,
for example by linking up with communities engaged in related areas (such as
the sustainable development goals, biodiversity, antimicrobial resistance,
biodefense, global health security).

•

Establishing productive routes to raising public awareness enough to
influence policy agendas.

•

Further investigation of the landscape of projects relating to different articles
of the Convention, and the roles and activities of various actors (including
international organisations, states and regional organisations, science and
technology communities, and civil society groups), to establish what tasks
need doing, and what is and isn’t being done at present.

•

Working out how to effectively understand, evaluate and capture the value
of civil society activities. Particularly to get a sense of the relative value of
different activities and the most productive routes for feeding back into
formal processes.

•

Investigating how more severe or complex scenarios than a one-time attack
might impact the scope of activities needed in support of the Convention,
e.g. capacities needed for effective implementation of Article VII. This should
fit within the context of broader work – drawing on local knowledge, and
13

expertise in fields such as public health field – to increase understanding of
what does and doesn’t work in terms of responses to disease outbreaks, and
how this shapes our vulnerabilities to BW threats. (A recent call for proposals
by the Open Philanthropy Foundation includes these sorts of activities.)
This work should be informed by further consideration of whether and which
activities have the same weight or meaning when conducted inside or outside formal
BWC processes. And it will be helpful to produce a guide for practical action by a
coalition of the willing (states parties, ISU, academia, industry) as an outcome at
some point, particularly to identify what civil society could usefully do in practical
terms from this point forward.
Civil society could also undertake some form of report card type analysis. This
should be done with state party engagement (for example in fact-checking), to avoid
some of the shortcomings of previous initiatives. It would not be done as a naming
and shaming activity, but would, for example, pick up on un-actioned points from
the intersessional process. This work would be supported by development of
indicators and metrics of success, and developing ways of automating some
elements of such analysis would be useful. Similar work might be done to follow up
on ideas presented by civil society and states parties in the lead up to the Eighth
Review Conference and whether these are being carried forward. (The way that
metrics, goals and indicators are used for the SDGs might provide a useful example
for how things might be done in a more practical way for the BWC.)
Work began in the lead up to the Eighth Review Conference on considering
whether there is a different role civil society might play (for example by moving
toward a more advocacy based role), and what might be learnt from activities in
other disarmament regimes. Further work is needed on this over the next few years.
In whatever future form it takes, civil society should continue to be an active part of
the solution, and to have impact through e.g. the policy papers and
recommendations it produces.
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PROFILE-RAISING AND BROADENING AND SUSTAINING ENGAGEMENT
Action is needed to raise the profile of BWC-related issues. For the purpose
of broadening engagement over the longer-term, civil society should explore
increased use of social media. Suggestions included developing a YouTube channel
with a range of experts on bio-weapons issues, posting every couple of weeks; and
moving beyond poisons and diseases, to engage with more sci-fi stuff. Existing
websites of civil society groups could also take a more outward looking focus. There
is scope for enhanced engagement of industry too.
Efforts that provide a more coherent view to world leaders of the
connections between global health security and disarmament should also have value
in this area.
There are also various means that might be explored for more sustained
engagement and to address the ‘compartmentalisation’ problem (see pp.4-5), for
example by sensitising politicians and diplomats on a rolling basis. This is something
the ISU can play a key role in, if adequately resourced. Civil society can also play an
important role in supporting smaller delegations, providing back up and resources to
encourage engagement, and addressing some of the problems associated with multiissue overload.
Another area in which action should be taken to broaden engagement is in
building connections with and helping to foster more civil society discussion and
activities, and academic inquiry, in other countries. This might, for example, draw on
Commonwealth connections. Again, there is useful associated research to be done in
order to identify what is being done elsewhere and how this is influencing roles and
approaches and policy in relation to the BWC.
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FUNDING
Attaining funding for some of these activities and the groups and
organisations that undertake them is vital. As well as civil society needing to secure
funding for its own activities, it can play a key role in bringing attention to resourcing
needs of other actors (as it is currently doing in relation to the ISU and 2017 MSP).
Development of positive metrics to provide evidence of impact will be a
useful supporting mechanism for efforts to acquire future funding. Work on this
might include producing a guide on metrics and outcomes to aim for with long-term
sustainable impacts.
Potential new sources of funding might come from the move of the Open
Philanthropy Foundation into biological risks and biosecurity issues; the Global
Challenges Foundation’s prize scheme for governance of global catastrophic risks;
the Gates Foundation’s potential interest in preventing misuse of the life sciences;
and – at the very ambitious end of the scale – the MacArthur Foundation’s
100&Change scheme ($100 million grants). It may also be worth engaging with the
development of UK Research and Innovation (which is replacing the current
structure of seven research councils in 2018).
One idea for larger scale funding that was discussed was an annual
conference / series of workshops that might take up some of the work done by
meetings of experts. If this idea is pursued it was argued that this would need to be
done with care to make sure that (a) it could actually achieve something concrete
(which might include, for example, making progress on Article VII) and sustainable,
and (b) it doesn’t get seen as a replacement that could undermine meetings of
experts within Convention processes.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
While collectively groups represented at the workshop will put effort into
achieving the best possible outcome from the 2017 MSP, given the limited chances
of success there, work that generally supports preparations and improves the
climate for progress at the 2021 Review Conference should take higher priority, in
terms of attention and resources, particularly for civil society.
If the 2017 MSP fails to agree a more effective intersessional process, this
may create further space and freedom for activities (broadly conceived as ‘outside’
the Convention’s formal processes) over the next few years.
While there is a lot that can be done outside of formal processes to further
the object and purpose of the Convention – as indicated in the actions outlined in
Section 2 – funding is an embedded problem in sustainability of many processes and
activities, and this affects all actors involved. In any scenario, achievement of
sustainable resourcing is essential to ensuring real progress on effective action.
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APPENDIX 1 – SCENARIOS
Three main scenarios – and the way in which they might shape the role of civil
society – informed much of the workshop discussion, and are based on the outcome
that might be achieved at the 2017 MSP:
1. Positive outcome. A more effective intersessional process is agreed and
funded. Civil society will have a role in supporting this new process, for
example through advocacy activities, support for small delegations,
convening expertise, and developing policy recommendations.
2. ‘More of the same’ outcome. An intersessional process is agreed that is
very much the same as the previous ISPs. Civil society will probably still
provide some support to this process, but it is unlikely to be a priority in
terms of achieving objectives, and focus is likely to shift to other approaches
and routes to impact.
3. Nothing through to 2021 outcome. This includes situations in which there
is agreement only to hold annual MSPs on a simple technical basis, or no
decision is achieved. Civil society will probably be far more active through
different forums and with a strong practical focus e.g. on tools and training,
and campaigning on national policy.
It was suggested that we should also consider the impact on all of these scenarios if
civil society’s scope for action is reduced because of problems with resourcing.
In the context of the ‘nothing through to 2021’ outcome, and the space and freedom
this might give to imagine different futures for the BWC, there was some discussion
of whether the topic of verification might be picked up. It was felt that this might be
possible, in a different form, and using a broader understanding which includes
activities such as compliance assessment, industry standardisation processes and
18

other aspects of the broader global regulatory environment, as well as ideas of
‘verification from below’ that, for example, utilise advances in microbial forensics to
improve diagnosis, investigation and attribution.
Work can be done to further elaborate scenarios for the next few years and explore
how these relate to various options for action mentioned in Section 2.
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