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The Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention
(BWC) opened for signature in 1972 and entered
into force in 1975. Article I of the BWC prohib-

its development, production, and stockpiling of “micro-
bial or other biological agents, or toxin whatever their
origin or method of production, of types and in quanti-
ties that have no justification for prophylactic, protec-
tive or other peaceful purpose.” It also bans “weapons,
equipment or means of delivery designed to use such
agents or toxins for hostile purposes or in armed con-
flict.”1

For 20 years—beginning almost from the moment
Moscow signed the BWC—the Soviet Union sponsored
a clandestine program in violation of these obligations.
The United States and other countries had suspicions
regarding the program, and Washington publicly alleged
Soviet noncompliance with the BWC throughout much
of the 1980s. It was not until the defection of a scientist

involved in the program in the late 1980s, however, that
the United States realized the size and scope of the So-
viet program and elevated the issue of Soviet noncom-
pliance into a major political issue. Although some
progress was made toward resolution of the problem in
the early days of the new Russian Federation, concerns
about the program remain. At the present time, however,
no one either in Washington or Moscow appears greatly
interested in bringing the question to closure.

This article raises several questions regarding how the
United States and other countries should approach the
issue of arms control noncompliance in the future. Those
questions relate to the effectiveness of certain strategies
to resolve disputes over noncompliance, the ability to
mobilize the international community, and the gap that
sometimes exists between publicly articulated policy
and governmental action.
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THE SOVIET PROGRAM

Soviet work on biological weapons (BW) began in the
early 1930s under the direction of the Red Army.2  Some
of the program’s initial research and development work
allegedly pursued studies in cholera, anthrax, malaria,
and tetanus, and included experiments with live prison-
ers.3  Following World War II, the program picked up
steam when the Virology Center of the Scientific Re-
search Institute for Microbiology of the Ministry of De-
fense was established in the early 1950s. Research and
development was done on anthrax, tularemia, brucello-
sis, plague, Venezuelan equine encephalitis, typhus, Q
fever, and botulinum toxin. During the 1950s, the So-
viet Union also established a top-secret open-air test site
on Vozrozhdeniye Island in the Aral Sea. By the 1970s,
U.S. and British intelligence agencies identified possible
Soviet BW facilities at several military installations in-
cluding Aksu, Berdsk, Omutninsk, Pokrov, Sverdlovsk,
and Zagorsk.4  The Soviet Ministry of Defense also con-
trolled several microbiological laboratories, including
the Institute of Military Medicine in Leningrad, the Sci-
entific Research Institutes of Microbiology in Kirov and
Sverdlovsk, the Scientific Research Institute of Sanita-
tion in Zagorsk, and an additional facility at Aralsk in
Kazakhstan. In 1991, the U.S. Department of Defense
alleged that activities in these facilities were “not con-
sistent with any reasonable standard of what could be
justified on the basis of prophylactic, protective, or
peaceful purposes.”5

In the early 1970s, the Kremlin leadership decided to
initiate a second BW program in parallel with the one
conducted by the Soviet military. Its goals would be to
exploit the coming advances in biotechnology, conduct
further BW research, and create a dual infrastructure
that, while producing civilian products, could also be mo-
bilized at any time to produce BW. The new organiza-
tion, which came to be called “Biopreparat,” was begun
with a top-secret decree in 1973, less than a year after
Moscow signed the BWC. Although Biopreparat was
funded by the Ministry of Defense, it operated under the
Main Administration of Microbiology Industry
(Glavmikrobioprom) and had close links to the Soviet
Ministries of Health and Agriculture.6  At its height, the
program involved hundreds of research facilities and
production plants, employed tens of thousands of people,
and operated on a budget of 100 to 200 million rubles
per year.7  Despite its size and scope, Biopreparat was
described in 1993 by Deputy Foreign Minister Grigori

Berdennikov as “the best kept secret in the Soviet
Union.”8

According to Ken Alibek, Biopreparat’s former
deputy director, the major goal of the Biopreparat pro-
gram was development of BW capabilities that could
be used in a “strategic/operational” mode against the
United States.9  Moscow apparently believed that the
United States was pursuing its own offensive BW pro-
gram, despite having signed the BWC. “The notion that
the Americans had given up their biological weapons
was thought of as the great American lie,” according to
a British intelligence officer.10  Moscow apparently con-
sidered the Biopreparat program a “response-in-kind.”

Despite the size and scope of the Biopreparat opera-
tion, Western intelligence knew little about it. It was
only after the defection of Vladimir Pasechnik to the
United Kingdom in the late 1980s that the enormity of
the effort was realized. According to one British gov-
ernment report, “The information was stunning; a whole
ministry exposed; billions of rubles spent; a complete
organization shown to be a front; and there was the clear
involvement of Gorbachev, this friend of the West. It
just went on and on.”11  It was the defection of Pasechnik
that set in motion major efforts by the United States and
Great Britain to bring the illegal effort to a halt and bring
the Soviet Union back into compliance with its treaty
obligations.

The Sverdlovsk Incident

Prior to Pasechnik’s defection, Western intelligence,
however, had not been completely unfamiliar with So-
viet BW efforts. The issue already had received consid-
erable attention, particularly after an accident at
Sverdlovsk in 1979.12  In that incident, a containment
failure at the military microbiology facility allowed a
small amount of dry anthrax spores into the atmosphere.
The cloud drifted several kilometers downwind, infect-
ing at least 77 people, of which 66 to 68 died. Livestock
were infected as far as 50 kilometers downwind.

The initial report of the accident occurred in a Rus-
sian-language Frankfurt-based magazine. This story was
then picked up by the German publication Bild Zeitung,
which reported the presence of a cloud of bacteria that
had been produced by an explosion.13  The United States
alleged that the deaths were caused by an accident stem-
ming from illicit work on BW. The Soviets rejected this
allegation, however, arguing instead that the fatalities
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were the result of the victims consuming tainted meat.
It was not until 1992 that Russian President Boris Yeltsin
acknowledged that the U.S. allegation had been correct.

U.S. ALLEGATIONS OF AN ILLICIT SOVIET
BW PROGRAM

U.S. government allegations at the time of the
Sverdlovsk incident were not the first time the United
States had expressed concern over a Soviet BW program.
Between 1975 and 1977, the Boston Globe, the Los An-
geles Times, and the Associated Press carried a number
of accounts citing U.S. government officials who sug-
gested that the Soviet Union was building facilities that
possibly were capable of producing BW. Facilities at
Zagorsk, Omutninsk, Sverdlovsk, Berdsk, Pokrov, and
Aksu were all specifically mentioned. The reports were
based on satellite imagery, but their information was
highly ambiguous.14

The U.S. government finally went public with its al-
legations in 1984. In January 1984, a presidential report
to Congress noted concern about a possible Soviet BW
program. In the 1984 edition of Soviet Military Power,
the Department of Defense (DOD) was more explicit,
arguing that: “The Soviet Union has an active research
and development program to investigate and evaluate the
utility of biological weapons and their impact on the
combat environment…[which] violates the Biological
and Toxin Weapons Convention of 1972.”15

The U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) pre-
sented a similar conclusion in 1986. In its publication,
Soviet Biological Warfare Threat, the DIA concluded
“that the Soviets have and are developing and produc-
ing biological weapons agents. They are continuing to
test and evaluate delivery and dissemination systems for
these agents.” The report argued:

We believe that the Soviets have gone far be-
yond what is allowed by the treaties for the
following reasons:

• The size and scope of their efforts are not
consistent with any reasonable standard of
what could be justified on the basis of pro-
phylactic, protective, or peaceful purposes.
• The Soviets continue to evaluate the mili-
tary utility of biological and toxin weap-
ons.
• The Soviets are rapidly incorporating bio-
technological developments into their of-

fensive BW program to improve agent util-
ity on the tactical battlefield.16

The report also detailed U.S. allegations regarding the
accident at Sverdlovsk. It argued that a series of events
contradicted the Soviet explanation of the outbreak as a
public health problem. In particular, it noted:

• extraordinary efforts to “clean up” following the
accident;
• the number of cases of respiratory anthrax which
could not be contracted if the agent was ingested;
• the number of cases reported which were about 100
or more times the annual incidence of inhalation and
intestinal anthrax for the whole Soviet Union; and
• the heavy military involvement immediately after
the accident.17

These assessments reflected the concern of the DOD
in particular regarding the Soviet BW program. Not sur-
prisingly, the DOD promoted awareness of the issue in
light of its potential implications for military operations.
At this time, however, it appears that not much atten-
tion was given to the problem at the political level.

This changed with Pasechnik’s revelations regarding
Biopreparat in the late 1980s. Following his debriefing,
a number of diplomatic representations were made by
the United States and the United Kingdom calling on the
Soviets to terminate their program. They were met with
complete denials. Both U.S. President George Bush and
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher raised the is-
sue with Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev. The ex-
tent of Gorbachev’s knowledge of the program is not
clear. Some analysts suggest that he knew about the pro-
gram, at least in general and perhaps in detail, and that
he “ducked” the issue when confronted by the president
and prime minister.18  Ken Alibek suggests that follow-
ing the U.S. and British representations, Gorbachev tried
to stop the program, but was thwarted because he signed
a poorly drafted memorandum that left enough room for
the program to continue.19

The high-level political exchanges between U.S., Brit-
ish, and Russian leaders in 1989 were followed by pub-
lication in February of 1990 of the congressionally
mandated Report of Soviet Noncompliance with Arms
Control Treaties. That report alleged Moscow’s viola-
tion of the BWC, a charge that was to be reiterated in
the U.S. plenary statement to the Third Review Confer-
ence of the BWC in September 1991.
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1992: Critical Developments

Developments in 1992 are critical in the unfolding
events related to the Soviet BW program. In many ways
they changed the terms of the debate on the issue, and
they set the stage for efforts to bring the issue to clo-
sure. As yet, however, those efforts have been unsuc-
cessful.

On January 29, 1992, President Yeltsin acknowledged
in a television speech that the Soviet Union had experi-
enced a “lag in implementing” the BWC. Meeting with
President Bush at Camp David in February, he provided
additional details regarding the Soviet program based on
a report prepared at his direction by General Anatoly
Kuntsevich, the head of his new commission to deal with
chemical and biological weapons issues. According to
the Kuntsevich report, the Soviet military had illegally
developed prototypes of aerial bombs and rocket war-
heads capable of carrying anthrax, tularemia, and Q fe-
ver.20  President Yeltsin promised President Bush that he
would end funding for any BW research.

President Yeltsin’s promises, however, did not end the
U.S. allegations and expressions of concern over the
Soviet program. In its 1992 report on Soviet treaty vio-
lations, the United States argued that “the former So-
viet Union’s extensive and ongoing offensive biological
weapons program violates the BWC….The United States
judges the Soviet capability may include advanced bio-
logical agents and toxins of which the US has no knowl-
edge, and against which the US has no defense.”21

Despite this remarkable evaluation, the U.S. admin-
istration certified to the Congress on April 8, 1992, that
Russia was making efforts to comply with the BWC.
This certification was a precondition for the release of
funds earmarked by the Congress under the “Nunn-
Lugar” legislation for helping the former Soviet Union
to tackle the proliferation potential inherent in its nuclear,
chemical, and biological weapons programs. At the time,
such assistance was deemed one of the nation’s highest
priorities. As a result, even given the concerns expressed
in some government quarters regarding the ongoing BW
program, certification was forthcoming since it only had
to acknowledge that the new Russian leadership was try-
ing to come to grips with the problem, not that it had
resolved it.

The view that Russia was trying was reinforced by
President Yeltsin’s decree of April 11, 1992 calling for
an end to any offensive BW work and for a commitment

to fulfill Russia’s BWC obligations, and providing for
monitoring over compliance efforts. One month later,
President Yeltsin acknowledged in a newspaper inter-
view that the 1979 anthrax outbreak in Sverdlovsk had
not been a natural event but an accidental release from a
BW facility.22

Whether President Yeltsin’s efforts were having any
impact on the actual program remained of concern to
both the United States and the United Kingdom. On
August 24, 1992, U.S. Secretary of State Lawrence
Eagleburger and British Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd
wrote to Andrei Kozyrev, the Russian foreign minister,
expressing their anxiety:

We are very concerned that some aspects of
the offensive biological warfare program,
which President Yeltsin acknowledged as hav-
ing existed and which he then banned in April,
are in fact being continued covertly and with-
out his knowledge. This issue could undermine
the confidence in the U.S. and UK’s bilateral
relationships with Russia.23

One week later, State Department spokesman Richard
Boucher stated the U.S. concern publicly, saying that “to
date, we do not have the kind of concrete actions that
would indicate that the Russian government has effec-
tively terminated the illegal Soviet offensive biological
weapons program.”24

The Trilateral Agreement and Continuing
Allegations

Under intense pressure from the United States and the
United Kingdom, Russia agreed to negotiate a means to
resolve U.S. and U.K. compliance concerns about on-
going BW-related activities. In September 1992, a Tri-
lateral Agreement was concluded which, according to a
joint statement, confirmed the commitment of the three
governments “to full compliance with the Biological
Weapons Convention.” It also “confirmed the termina-
tion of offensive research, the dismantlement of experi-
mental technological lines for the production of
biological agents, and the closure of the biological weap-
ons testing facility” in the Aral Sea. In addition, the
agreement provided for a series of visits to non-military
sites in all three countries. It also created a number of
working groups to address such issues as defining agreed
modalities for visits to military sites, the identification
of additional measures to enhance confidence in com-
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pliance with the BWC, cooperation in biological defense,
and exchange of information on past programs.25

The Trilateral Agreement was designed to provide the
framework within which continuing U.S. and British
concerns about the BW program in Russia could be ad-
dressed and resolved. Unfortunately, it was unable to do
so. In early 1994, the Washington Post quoted a U.S.
official who contended that, “We have evidence that
leads us to understand that there is still an offensive pro-
gram underway.”26  Three months later, the Washington
Times cited a U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
report alleging that Russia was continuing to develop
BW, a report denied by the Russian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.27  In May 1995, DIA Director General James
Clapper testified before the Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence that Russia’s BW program was ongoing
and involved at least 20 facilities. In July, Arms Con-
trol and Disarmament Agency (ACDA) Director John
Holum in a press interview expressed U.S. dissatisfac-
tion with Russia’s BWC compliance.28

U.S. expressions of concern continued throughout
1996 and 1997. The April 1996 edition of the DOD’s
Proliferation: Threat and Response stated that the
“United States continues to have concerns about Rus-
sian compliance with the BWC….Russia may be retain-
ing capability for the production of biological warfare
agents.”29  This view was echoed in the ACDA’s annual
report to the Congress on arms control compliance, re-
leased in July 1996, which noted “some facilities, in
addition to being engaged in legitimate activity, may be
maintaining the capability to produce biological warfare
agents.” In a press conference at the Fourth Review
Conference for the BWC in Geneva in November 1996,
ACDA Director Holum named Russia as one of seven
countries which ACDA suspected “with varying degrees
of conviction, of implementing BW programs,” a claim
denied by a Russian Federation spokesman.30  The Au-
gust 1997 ACDA compliance report repeated the con-
cern that Russia might be maintaining the capability to
produce BW, a concern repeated in the 1998 report.31  A
second edition of DOD’s Proliferation: Threat and Re-
sponse claimed that “Key components of the former
Soviet program remain largely intact and may support a
possible future mobilization capability….[W]ork outside
the scope of legitimate biological defense activity may
be occurring now at selected facilities within Russia.”32

These last statements reflect a distinct shift in the na-
ture of the concerns expressed by the United States about
Russian compliance with the BWC. Following the Tri-
lateral Agreement, in particular, U.S. statements were
careful not to claim that Russia was engaged in produc-
ing or weaponizing biological agents. Some statements
suggested ongoing research, but U.S. concerns were
stated primarily in terms of Russia’s maintenance of a
BW production capability that could be mobilized if
Kremlin leaders so decided. To a large extent, these state-
ments reflected the frustrations arising from the lack of
implementation of the visits, agreed to under the Trilat-
eral Agreement, which could have shed light on activi-
ties at key facilities.

VISITS

The United States and Britain used visits to facilities
of potential concern to try to determine the issue of So-
viet/Russian compliance with the BWC. The visits did
not work as expected.

The first set of U.S./U.K. visits occurred in early 1991
after Soviet President Gorbachev, perhaps feeling the
heat from the pressure applied by President Bush and
Prime Minister Thatcher, invited a team to four
Biopreparat facilities. The impact of the visits, from
January 7-20, was probably not what President
Gorbachev anticipated when he extended the invitation.
In fact, they only reinforced the visitors’ concerns about
the Soviet BW program. According to one British
participant in the visit, “This was clearly the most
successful BW program on earth. These people just sat
there and lied to us, and lied, and lied.”33  The U.S./U.K.
team “met with denials, evasions, and large rooms that
had been stripped of equipment and cleaned up.”34  Ac-
cording to one press report of a defector’s version of
events from the host side, “In every facility that had been
opened for inspection…the Russians had established
convincing cover stories that made it appear as if each
site had been converted to research and manufacture of
vaccines. The secret work continued in parts of the sites
that were never visited.”35

In late 1991, the Russians made a similar series of
visits to U.S. facilities. They included the U.S. Army
Research Institute on Infectious Diseases (USAMRIID)
at Fort Detrick in Frederick, Maryland, a key compo-
nent of the DOD’s biological defense program, and the
facility at Pine Bluff, Arkansas, a former BW produc-
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tion facility in the 1950s when the United States had an
offensive BW program. Not surprisingly, the Russians
came away suggesting that their concerns about an on-
going U.S. offensive BW program had not been ame-
liorated. Ken Alibek, who was part of the visiting team,
was personally convinced by what he saw and heard in
his exchanges with U.S. interlocutors that the United
States was not engaged in offensive BW work.36  Nev-
ertheless, his views were dismissed in the final Russian
report, which stated that evidence of an ongoing U.S.
program had been discovered.37  Rather than building
confidence, the visits program quickly devolved into a
political tit-for-tat trade of accusations.

Frustration rather than satisfaction was to become the
leitmotif of further visits over the next several years. In
November 1992, following President Yeltsin’s acknowl-
edgment of the past program and his decree banning
further BW work, the Russians themselves conducted
an investigation of the State Scientific Institute of Ul-
tra-Pure Biological Preparations in St. Petersburg. The
United States and Britain were invited to send partici-
pants, but only as observers with no real role in reach-
ing conclusions about the facility’s activities. To no one’s
surprise, the Russian investigation found no evidence of
an ongoing program.38

In October 1993, under the terms of the Trilateral
Agreement, a U.S./U.K. team visited facilities at Pokrov
and Berdsk, described in the press as two “large vac-
cine production complexes.” A similar team went to
Omutninsk and Oblensk three months later, in January
1994. By April, the press was reporting U.S. officials’
claims that “we have evidence that leads us to under-
stand that there is still an offensive BW program
underway….Yeltsin’s decrees have not filtered down to
the working level.” They went on to argue that the Rus-
sians maintained “specialized equipment at non-military
sites that ought to be dismantled…,” and that the visits
“demonstrated that a substantial infrastructure with no
commercial purpose” and with links to the Russian mili-
tary remained largely intact.39

Once again, the Russians responded in kind. In Feb-
ruary 1994, a Russian team visited a production facility
of the Pfizer Corporation in Vigo, Indiana, a Pfizer re-
search facility in Groton, Connecticut, and a research
facility on Plum Island in New York.  In April, perhaps
in response to public expressions of U.S. concerns over
the Russian program, Radio Moscow repeated a claim
that had appeared earlier in Izvestia that Pfizer was “pro-

ducing biological weapons” and that it “not only pre-
served, but was modernizing the equipment designed
earlier to produce biological warfare formulas.”40  Rus-
sian officials elaborated on these charges in 1995, claim-
ing that U.S. commercial pharmaceutical plants were
providing a standby capacity to enable the U.S. govern-
ment to renew BW production—a mirror image of the
expressed U.S. concerns. 41  Once again, a process estab-
lished to ameliorate a problem only intensified it.

The component of the Trilateral Agreement provid-
ing for visits to non-military facilities clearly had not
accomplished the goals the United States had hoped it
would. The efforts of the working group created by the
agreement to negotiate modalities for visits to military
facilities fared just as badly. In October 1994, “rules of
the road” were agreed for visits to military facilities. No
visits, however, were ever conducted. The ostensible
reason for the inaction was a disagreement over which
facilities should be included in the visits program. In
particular, Russia insisted that it be allowed to visit U.S.
military facilities outside the United States conducting
research on problems such as infectious diseases. The
United States refused. With this impasse the Trilateral
Agreement process came to a complete stop.

CBM DECLARATIONS AND REVIEW
CONFERENCES

At the Second BWC Review Conference in 1986,
states parties to the convention agreed on a series of con-
fidence-building measures (CBMs) that provided for
exchange of information regarding biological-related
research and other activities. These CBMs were supple-
mented by an additional set of information exchange
measures agreed to at the Third Review Conference in
September 1991. Among the second set of agreed mea-
sures was one calling for states parties to provide infor-
mation about past offensive BW programs.42  Some of
the frustration expressed by the United States over Rus-
sian compliance with the BWC stemmed from its view
of the inadequacy of the information Moscow provided
in these declarations.

Following the Third Review Conference, the United
States requested in mid-June 1992 that Moscow give it
the opportunity to review the draft of the report Mos-
cow would submit to the United Nations to implement
this CBM. Unfortunately, the United States found three
drafts of the Russian submission either incomplete or
unclear. Moscow did little to respond to the U.S. com-
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plaint that its information was inadequate, thus reinforc-
ing U.S. suspicions. In 1994, the United States was dis-
mayed that there were “no additions to Russia’s 1992
declaration.” Again in 1996, Washington contended that
the Russian BWC declaration was “incomplete and mis-
leading in certain areas,” a claim that was reiterated in
1997 and 1998.43

The United States has made public its concerns re-
garding Russian handling of the BW question at the
BWC Review Conferences themselves. The approaches
of the Bush and Clinton administrations in 1991 and
1996 respectively, however, were notably different in
tone. In 1991, making the initial intervention for the
United States in the opening plenary session of the Third
Review Conference, ACDA Director Ronald F. Lehman,
II stated: “We believe the Soviet Union and other states
have extensive biological weapons programs in viola-
tion of the BW Convention. We insist that those signa-
tories and parties not in compliance with their obligations
‘get their house in order’ and take steps necessary to-
ward full compliance.”44  John Holum, the ACDA direc-
tor during the Fourth Review Conference in 1996, made
the following comment in his plenary speech on behalf
of the United States: “In 1992…President Yeltsin pub-
licly and bravely acknowledged and then renounced the
massive offensive biological weapons program Russia
had inherited from the Soviet Union. The challenge to
demonstrate full eradication of that program still re-
mains.”45

Each of these statements reflects U.S. priorities with
Moscow at the time they were made. But they also sug-
gest a difference in approach to the problem of compli-
ance. When Director Lehman made his statement, the
Soviet Union had not yet collapsed, and the major goal
of the United States was to bring an end to the relatively
recently discovered Biopreparat program whose size
and scope had been both surprising and deeply disturb-
ing. The United States and the United Kingdom—which
also publicly alleged in its plenary statement that the So-
viet Union was not in compliance with its treaty obliga-
tions—were using whatever means they had at their
disposal to exert pressure to that end. Indeed, Soviet rep-
resentatives to the 1991 Review Conference were wor-
ried that Washington might insist that the Soviet Union
be singled out and named for noncompliance in the
meeting’s final declaration.

Through its strong language, the United States dem-
onstrated the seriousness with which it wanted to pur-
sue the matter, including going public in a way that could
generate additional pressure from the broader interna-
tional community to ensure compliance. The United
States and United Kingdom, for example, were joined
in expressions of concern by France and other countries.
Although Paris did not explicitly name the Soviet Union
in its plenary intervention, nevertheless France left little
room for doubt about its concerns regarding Moscow’s
compliance with its BWC obligations.46  The call by
Director Lehman for states violating those obligations
to come back into compliance was very explicit and di-
rect. It made clear what the United States wanted.

The 1996 statement of Director Holum reflected the
fact that Washington was now dealing with Russia and
not the Soviet Union, and a relatively weak Russia at
that. The conference was held almost two years after the
Trilateral Agreement process had virtually stopped with-
out answering U.S. and British questions about BWC
compliance. Nevertheless, despite Director Holum’s
press conference statement alleging a possible Russian
BW program, the language in this official plenary state-
ment implies a somewhat softer approach. It could sug-
gest, as pointed out earlier, that the nature of the U.S.
concern shifted from worries about BW production to
uncertainty about ongoing research activities and
Russia’s maintenance of a deployable production capa-
bility. It also suggests Washington believed that it had
other, more important issues on which cooperation with
Moscow was critical, and that it was not going to allow
the question of BWC compliance to complicate the posi-
tive relationship it needed with the Kremlin to deal with
those other issues.  Finally, Washington may have been
concerned that a more assertive statement would prompt
a Russian reply alleging U.S. violations, a claim that the
Russians were making in their media.

CONTINUING ALLEGATIONS

In 1998, a number of additional questions were added
to the list of outstanding issues about the status of the
Russian BW program. Some of these questions were
provoked by public presentations of Ken Alibek, the
former deputy director of Biopreparat who noted a num-
ber of things that did not seem to be consistent with
claims that Russia had fully relinquished its interest in
offensive BW. These included uncertainty that Yeltsin
had fired the generals involved in the offensive program
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as he had promised to do. Alibek also asked why the
decision had been taken to store all of the documenta-
tion regarding the offensive programs rather than destroy
it as unnecessary. In addition, he suggested that current
activities in Russia might be designed to exploit the
ambiguity in the BWC regarding offensive and defen-
sive efforts.47

Additional concerns were raised regarding continu-
ing Russian interest in genetic engineering. In early
December 1997, an article in the British journal Vac-
cine, for example, by researchers at Obolensk reported
on their success in genetically engineering a strain of
anthrax resistant to vaccine, thereby feeding press specu-
lation about novel forms of Russian anthrax weapons.48

Finally, in an interview with Time magazine, Yevgeni
Tulykin, the former head of personnel at the Center for
Military and Technical Problems of Anti-Bacteriologi-
cal Defense, known as “Compound 19,” at Sverdlovsk,
alleged that the facility was discretely being rebuilt and
re-equipped with the aim of resuming offensive BW pro-
duction.49  Compound 19 is a facility the United States
has never been allowed to visit.

Alibek’s concerns as well as the other questions re-
ceived national attention in the spring of 1998. ABC
News, for example, devoted a full hour of its news maga-
zine, Prime Time, to biological weapons issues, high-
lighting Alibek and the Soviet/Russian program. Major
stories on the issue appeared in the Washington Post,
The New Yorker, and elsewhere.50  Curiously, in response
to these stories, the Clinton administration was virtually
silent, making no public comment on the allegations, the
U.S. assessment of the situation, or on efforts to find
answers to ongoing concerns.

Some of the allegations or suggestions may not have
been true. Some of the developments may have been
perfectly innocent. In the context of the unresolved ques-
tions about the status of the Russian program, however,
they were sufficient to maintain a level of anxiety about
that program.  In that light, the silence of the adminis-
tration was both surprising and disturbing.

COMPLIANCE ISSUES

The U.S. handling of the problem of Soviet and Rus-
sian compliance with the BWC raises a number of ques-
tions with important implications for how the United
States approaches compliance issues in the future.

First, a review of the U.S. response to Soviet viola-
tions of its arms control obligations suggests that al-
though Washington was not reluctant to make
allegations, it also was not necessarily inclined to take
decisive action to resolve the issue. What action it did
take was usually done behind the scenes, focusing on
quiet diplomacy. Even after Vladimir Pasechnik defected
to the United Kingdom, Washington and London sought
to deal with the problem through diplomatic means, al-
beit at the highest level. Washington did not, for ex-
ample, take the issue to the United Nations Security
Council as it could have under the BWC.51  Nor did it
avail itself of the additional provisions to explore alle-
gations of noncompliance agreed to at the Third Review
Conference in 1991.

The Trilateral Agreement process was intended to be
the means by which U.S. and British concerns about
noncompliant activity in Russia would be resolved.  Al-
though Washington and London did not always agree
on how the process should be implemented, they did
share the desire to keep others out of the process. The
Trilateral Agreement process, however, not only did not
achieve its objective, but a strong argument could be
made that it actually worsened the situation. First, it led
to more intense suspicions about the Russian program
among U.S. and British participants. Those participants
did not always agree on the implications of everything
they saw during their visits, but they did share the view
of the basic problem and Russia’s need to alleviate their
concerns. The visits did not do the job for either Lon-
don or Washington.

Second, the agreement allowed the issue to become
politicized in very unhelpful ways. It allowed Moscow,
for example, to insist on reciprocal activity, which was
a major Kremlin goal. This reciprocity gave Moscow the
opportunity to portray the issue as something other than
an exercise to address concerns about its noncompliance,
which, from the U.S. perspective, was all that it was
about. It also gave Moscow the opportunity to allege
U.S. noncompliance in a tit-for-tat fashion.

Following the virtual collapse of the Trilateral Pro-
cess, the United States continued to raise the issue with
Russia, in the forum for ongoing dialogue led by Vice
President Al Gore and then Russian Prime Minister
Viktor Chernomyrdin, for example. Again, this was done
in private, and it appears that the United States never
gave the issue as high a priority as other issues shaping
the U.S.-Russian relationship. The U.S. view seemed to
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be that the BW issue would only contribute a sour note
that would be counterproductive when the United States
was seeking Russian cooperation on a number of other
matters (such as missile and nuclear sales to Iran) and
when the Russian political situation was deemed highly
fragile.

The one time the United States broke out of its quiet
diplomacy was at the 1991 Third BWC Review Confer-
ence. At that time, the United States used strong language
regarding noncompliance before the whole international
community. Its discussions in the corridor conveyed that
the issue was receiving priority attention, and the So-
viet representatives perceived some risks if they were
not cooperative. This approach seemed to promote a
more cooperative attitude on Moscow’s part. The Krem-
lin agreed, for example, to the new CBM calling for in-
formation exchange on past offensive BW programs.
Ultimately, however, this approach was also not suffi-
cient to resolve the matter.

The lack of success of the combination of public ac-
cusations or expressions of concern and quiet diplomacy
raises the question whether a higher profile approach
would have been more successful. Taking such a course,
however, was likely to have put the U.S.-Russian rela-
tionship under greater strain. The decision was made that
the cost of doing so could have been too high since it
might have jeopardized other interests at play in that
relationship deemed more important. A similar judgment
could be the reason for the Clinton administration’s si-
lence despite the media play the issue received in the
spring of 1998.

Not making the issue of Russian noncompliance with
the BWC the highest priority issue with Moscow begs
the question of what priority it did have. Ongoing ex-
pressions of concern suggest that the issue mattered, at
least to some policymakers, but apparently not enough
that they or others were willing to spend political capi-
tal to do anything about it.

In a similar vein, was limiting the interlocutors with
Moscow to just Washington and London the most ef-
fective approach? It is not clear what the United States
was asking the rest of the international community to
do with regard to the noncompliance issue. Creating an
international coalition to increase pressure on the Krem-
lin to resolve the problem did not seem part of the strat-
egy, particularly as little of the information regarding
the details of the Biopreparat program provided by the

defectors was shared with friends and allies. Other coun-
tries might not have been willing to jeopardize their re-
lations with the Kremlin and thus would not have
responded as the United States wished had it asked some-
thing of them. But by not asking, the United States en-
sured that they would do nothing. The United States did
not give them a stake in the issue. It should not be sur-
prising that the rest of the international community took
little interest.

A third question relating to the future U.S. approach
to arms control noncompliance relates to the goals of
noncompliance. In this case, the United States demon-
strated no interest in penalizing or punishing the Soviet
Union or Russia for noncompliant behavior. Once non-
compliance was identified, the overriding goal became
restoration of compliance. If this situation is character-
istic of the U.S. approach to noncompliance more gen-
erally, what is the risk perceived by those states who
might be considering violating their treaty obligations?
What price do they believe they will be required to pay
for inappropriate behavior?

The Soviet Union initiated the largest, most robust,
and most sophisticated BW program in the world in vio-
lation of its obligations as a party to the BWC. But when
found guilty, it paid no price. Clearly, how the interna-
tional community enforces arms control treaties cannot
be compared to law enforcement within a state where a
party found guilty of violating a law is made to pay a
penalty with the size of the punishment determined by
the seriousness of the violation. Yet, on the international
level, is past unacceptable behavior to be tolerated once
the miscreant stops it, or just promises to do so without
providing any proof that he has? Should some sense of
penalty or punishment become a more prominent fea-
ture in states’ thinking about noncompliance and their
response to it?

The difficulties of implementing such an approach are
significant, especially establishing a coalition of states
both willing to and capable of doing something. Perhaps
restoration of compliance is the most that can be asked.
However, if the instances of noncompliance without
penalty multiply and unpunished violations (even if dis-
covered) become an accepted feature of arms control in
the future, the risk to the treaties is significant. Treaties’
value as the embodiment of the international norms re-
garding acceptable and unacceptable international be-
havior would be badly eroded, creating a more conducive
environment for the further spread of these weapons.
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The manner in which the United States has expressed
its concerns about the Russian BW program have been
carefully couched. In part, this results from the fact that
formal administration statements have implications for
other aspects of the U.S. relationship with Russia. In
particular, in order for Russia to qualify for funds under
the Cooperative Threat Reduction (CTR) program, the
administration must certify to the Congress that Russia
is in compliance with all of its arms control obligations.
The CTR program was initiated by Senators Sam Nunn
and Richard Lugar to provide assistance to Russia in
securing and safeguarding, as well as destroying, its
weapons of mass destruction. The United States has pro-
vided millions of dollars in such assistance over the
years, and the program remains an important priority for
the administration.

While the program’s priority has been given to deal-
ing with the potential “loose nukes” problem in Russia,
it is also being used to promote transparency in Russia’s
biological-related activities, particularly at some of the
former Biopreparat laboratories.52  In a sense, the CTR
program and related efforts have emerged as a more ac-
ceptable alternative to the Trilateral Agreement process
for Washington for dealing with the Russian BW issue.
Through efforts of the DOD, Health and Human Ser-
vices, and others promoted through the CTR program
and related programs, considerable access has been se-
cured to former Biopreparat facilities. Indeed, it appears
that even some limited access could be gained to mili-
tary biological-related facilities by the prospect of CTR
funding.

If the administration were to claim, however, not just
that it had concerns about the BW mobilization poten-
tial in Russia, but that Moscow was in noncompliance
with the BWC, then it would be impossible to provide
the necessary CTR certification.  This problem of CTR
certification highlights the problem of confronting con-
sequences of alleging a state’s noncompliance. In this
case, the consequence runs directly contrary to another
important U.S. interest. It demonstrates once again that
responding to noncompliance is not given as high a pri-
ority as other objectives.

This ordering of priorities may be appropriate. Indeed,
making a response to noncompliance an important policy
matter would demand some kind of action. As often as
not, the required action is likely to cause problems with
the state whose noncompliance has been alleged. If that

state is important to the United States for other reasons,
as Russia obviously is, then the tension among compet-
ing priorities could become intense. If responding to
noncompliance prevails as the preferred policy option,
it may jeopardize other policy priorities. As a result, if
this case study is any indication, compliance is not likely
to move to the top of the agenda.

Such an approach, however, is not without risks and
costs. In particular, it creates the danger that the inter-
national norms embodied in multilateral agreements will
erode and behavior deemed inconsistent with those
norms will increase. The impact will be to prompt greater
interest in developing military capabilities the world
community has deemed unacceptable. The result could
be a more dangerous world.

The foregoing suggestion could be deemed an unre-
alistically bleak assessment of the consequences of the
approach taken by the United States in the case of its
response to the Soviet, and perhaps Russian violation of
the BWC. That may be. But the potential for such a re-
sult should not be totally dismissed. The United States,
and the international community as a whole, has devoted
far more attention to negotiating arms control agreements
than to implementing and enforcing them. The impact
of how those agreements are implemented and enforced
will only be felt over time as results accumulate. Pru-
dence suggests that some greater attention and evalua-
tion should be given to the potential consequences of
noncompliance. Doing so may prevent the worst.
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