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Progress on a Chemical Arms Treaty

The Soviets agree to “mandatory inspections” of chemical plants; now the task s to persuade
France, the Third World, and companies to come along

Ottawa, Canada
TEPS taken by the Soviet Union this
S year have advanced the movement
toward a global ban on chemical
weapons, according to U.S. officials at a
conference in Ottawa in early October. Ex-
perts from several governments were opti-
mistic about nailing down the broad terms
of a treaty soon, but said that the technical
details—which they have only begun to
face—are getting very complex.

The length of the “rolling text” that re-
flects points of agreement and disagreement
in ongoing talks in Geneva has reached 70
pages. With future addenda, it could easily
grow to hundreds of pages, crammed with
fine print on licit and illicit chemical manu-
facturing processes. The United States takes
the position that details must be spelled out
before it will endorse the treaty in any form.

The Ottawa meeting, sponsored by the
Canadian Center for Arms Control and Dis-
armament and the American Academy of
Arts and Sciences, brought together chemi-
cal arms specialists from 11 countries, from
7 to 9 October.

While pleased by the Soviets’ new enthu-
siasm for an agreement, U.S. and Western
European officials were skeptical of their
motives, suggesting they may wish to fore-
stall the next generation of U.S. devices
(binary nerve gas weapons), due to come off
the assembly line in December.

Nevertheless, the Soviet moves are en-
couraging, according to Sherry Mannix of
the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency. They include: the U.S.S.R.’s ad-
mission in March that it holds chemical
weapons stocks and that it was stopping
production; its promise to disclose the
quantities and locations of stocks as soon as
a treaty is implemented; the announcement
by Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze
in August that his government would per-
mit quick “challenge inspections” of chemi-
cal factories on demand as required by the
United States; and the opening of the Shik-
hany weapons center on 3 October to a visit
by diplomats and journalists. Nineteen types
of munition were on display there.

After 15 years of desultory talks, the
Soviets and the Americans suddenly seem to
be moving ahead. Right now they are the
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only countries that admit to having chemical
weapons. France says it intends to modern-
ize its stocks but does not go into de-
tails. Britain got out of the business in the
1950s.

If the talks are successful, they will ban
not just the use but the possession of mili-
tary chemicals. Until now, the main obstacle
has been a disagreement between the super-
powers on how to verify such a ban. There is
no essential difference between a factory that
produces commercial products and one that
produces weapons material.

The key to ensuring good behavior, U.S.
officials have argued in the past, is to require
quick, mandatory, on-site inspections when
a question about compliance arises. The
Soviets rejected this idea until 1987. In a
reversal, they now seem to outdo the Ameri-
cans in their enthusiasm for on-site inspec-
tions. They claim it is the Americans who
are hemming and hawing. U.S. officials have
become uneasy about having foreign experts
snooping around military installations, a
belated awakening to the implications of
their own demands for “hard” verification
measures. But so far they have not shifted
ground. The U.S. and Soviet negotiators
still differ on the scope and the methods by

which a challenge inspection could be car-
ried out, but judging from comments at the
Ottawa meeting, these differences are resolv-
able.

Meanwhile, the Soviets have discovered
that “openness” can be a useful cudgel in
debates like this. It remains to be seen how
much disclosure they actually will acceptina
treaty. As Rolf Ekeus, chairman of the nego-
tiating committee in Geneva, said: “We like
this so much; give us more.”

If the negotiators succeed, this treaty
would greatly extend the Geneva Protocol
of 1925, which forbids the first use of
chemicals, and the bilateral treaty on biolog-
ical weapons signed by the United States
and U.S.S.R in 1972. Like the 1972 pact
and unlike the 1925 Protocol, the plan
under discussion takes a radical approach,
calling for the total destruction of chemical
weapons and the factories that make them.

One of the differences between this and
the 1972 agreement, and a potential source
of trouble, is that this one secks to embrace
many smaller countries that may not be
eager to join. Because chemical weapons are
relatively cheap and easy to produce, they
have been called the “poor man’s atom
bomb.” Smaller nations may resent the fact,

Rabbit trick. Foreign diplomats and reporters were taken on a tour of the Soviet chemical
weapons base at Shikhany on 3 October. At a press conference, technicians injected material from
a bomb into a rabbit. It died. A second rabbit, given an antidote, survived.

NEWS & COMMENT 471



as General Esmat Ezz of Egypt said, that the
big countries get to keep their weapons of
mass destruction while the poor are denied
theirs. However, as Iraq has demonstrated
in the Persian Gulf war, the “deterrent”
stocks of chemicals in the Third World may
have a different fate than nuclear deterrents:
they may be used.

France has seized on this problem to
promote its own; possibly self-serving idea
for a two-tiered approach to weapons dis-
posal. In this plan, the superpowers would
phase out chemical stocks as rapidly as feasi-
ble over 10 years, but lesser signatories to
the treaty would be allowed to keep “mini-
mal security stocks” for 10 years. This would
leave some chemical weapons in Western
Europe (France) as a deterrent to the Soviets,
whose large armory would be depleted slow-
ly. And, according to the spokesman for
France, Jean Desazars de Montgailhard, this
approach avoids the unfair tactic of “disarm-
ing the disarmed” in the Third World. There
is also an unstated concern that the removal of
intermediate range nuclear missiles from Eu-
rope, now under discussion, could make
chemicals more important.

Although the United States and the Sovi-
et Union seem to respect France’s concern
about maintaining a deterrent, they do not
have the same respect for another part of the
proposal—a clause that would - permit
France or others to “modernize” chemical
weapons during the phasedown. This loop-
hole would let countries with rio chemical
warfare capability acquire it.

Jozef Goldblat of the Stockholm Interna-
tional Peace Research Institute commented
that this amounts to “arming in order to
disarm.” Others said they had trouble fol-
lowing the logic of a program that called for
disclosing all weapons stocks and at the
same time permitting some to be kept as
secret “security stocks.”

Desazars argues that there are 12 or 15
ambivalent nations that would not sign a
restrictive treaty but might be induced to
join the French plan. A treaty among just a
few big nations, France believes, would be
hardly worth the effort.

The objections raised by France are prob-
ably remediable, according to U.S. and So-
viet officials. But mundane obstacles that are
now getting attention may cause more trou-
ble in the long run. Among those mentioned
were:

m Scope. At present the draft treaty does
not cover herbicides or riot control agents.
Herbicides, according to Julian Perry-Rob-
inson of the University of Sussex in Britain,
account for half the volume of all chemical
agents ever used in war, the largest use
having been by U.S. troops in Vietnam. If
the treaty is to be serious, some argue, it
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should look to historical precedent and
should include herbicides. The United
States disagrees.

m Big business. The chemiical industry has
kept its views fairly quiet until now. A
spokesman at the Ottawa meeting said that
U.S. and Canadian companies strongly sup-
port a treaty, but are concerned about in-
spections. The nightmare, one representa-
tive said, would be to havé poorly trained
inspectors roaming the plant for weeks and
holding up the process while tests are made.
They also worry about outsiders picking up
company information and using it. The in-
dustry has begun meeting to define its re-
quirements.

u Shady business. No remedy seems avail-
able for the problem of the “desperate com-
pany” scenario, in which a hard-pressed firm
in a remote area agrees to make illicit chemi-
cals and ship them to some nation’s secret

stockpile. Nor is there a good way to control
chemical traders, whose tangible assets, a
Dutch expert said, may consist of a desk and
telephone in Rotterdam.

m U.S. politics. Elisa Harris of the British
Royal United Services Institute of Defense
Studies pointed out that provision must be
made for inspection of U.S. nuclear weap-
ons facilities, which are closed by law to
foreigners. This may require amendment of
the Atomic Energy Act, a possible sticking
point.

w Cost and logistics. Little research has
been done on the seals, monitors, or the
communications equipment required to en-
force the treaty. Nor is it clear how the 400-
person inspections and technical directorate
would operate, or what it would cost.

These are some of the gritty issues that
will keep negotiators occupied for at least
another year. m ELIOT MARSHALL

Slowdown for French Fast Breeders?

France’s state-run electric power utility,
Electricité de France (EDF), has given its
strongest warning yet that it will demand a
significant cut in the country’s support for
the development of fast breeder nuclear
reactors unless the costs of generating power
from such reactors can be cut significantly.

At present, electricity produced by the
experimental reactor Superphénix, which
started operation at the beginning of this
year, is twice as expensive as that produced
by France’s pressurized water reactors. In an
interview with the newspaper Le Monde,
Pierre Delaporte, the recently appointed
chairman of EDF, said that this was “far
from what had been hoped.” He said em-
phatically that within the next 3 to 5 years,
the cost of electricity produced by fast
breeders must be reduced, “if not to the
same level as [pressurized water reactors] at
least very close to it.”

If this was not achieved, Delaporte added,
EDF would be forced to impose “a major
revision” on its plans for fast breeders. “This
would be a heart-breaking disappointment,
since our world leadership in this field is a
promise of victories in the future,” he com-
mented.

Delaporte’s warning comes shortly after
nuclear authorities in France, Britdin, and
West Germany announced that they are
abandoning plans to construct one demon-
stration reactor in each of their three coun-
tries, and to concentrate for the time being
on a single successor to Superphénix. The
thorny question of where this will be locat-
ed, however, remains bogged down in a

deadlock between France and West Germa-
ny.

Delaporte’s warning also coincided with
the identification of a 6-inch crack in a
sodium container as the source of a leak
through which Superphénix has been losing
800 liters of liquid sodium a day since last
April.

Officials at the reactor argue that, since
the container is not part of the operating
system of the reactor, but merely the tempo-
rary storage facility used for fuel rods when
these are being removed from the reactor’s
core, it should be possible to maintain the
reactor itself in operation while repairs to
the container are being carried out.

Whether or not the government agrees to
their suggestion (the reactor has been shut
down for scheduled maintenance since early
in the summer) the sodium leak, whose
cause has not been identified, will not only
be costly to repair, but has also raised ques-
tions about the safety of other, more critical,
parts of the installation.

“The leak could not have come at a worse
time for the French,” one British nuclear
engineer commented last week. He pointed
out that the questions about economic via-
bility of fast breeders with respect to pres-
surized water reactors is particularly acute in
France because of the country’s success in
reducing the costs of the latter through the
use of standard designs and bulk ordering.
“In a way, France’s problem with fast breed-
ers is a result of the success of the rest of its
nuclear power program,” he said. =
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