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The Chemical Weapons Convention and Arms Control

Recently ratified by the Senate in a controversial vote, the Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC) is held up by arms control advocates as a successful step toward making the world safer. In reality, it creates an illusion of safety while once again perpetuating the myth that arms control agreements, as they are implemented in practice, actually decrease the dangers posed by threatening nations.

For the CWC, nothing could be further from the truth. In fact, it actually hurts us in two ways: 1) It creates the illusion that the actual danger that chemical weapons pose to American and allied soldiers has been reduced when it has not changed one bit, and 2) It exposes American companies to the prying eyes of foreign economic spies, who can demand inspections of companies they "suspect" of violating the Convention anytime they wish.

The Illusion of Safety

The illusion of increased safety disappears when one simple fact is noted: the nations that would get the most use out of their chemical weapons are not part of the Convention. Russia, China, Syria, North Korea, Libya, Iran and Iraq have chosen to either not sign or not ratify the treaty. By no small coincidence, this is a very inclusive list of the countries we are worried about with regard to the dangers the proliferation and use of chemical weapons.

In particular, Russia's huge (approximately 40,000 ton) inventory will continue to pose a potential hazard because the Russian government has not committed the necessary funding to destroy the stockpile. Admittedly, budget constraints are forcing Moscow to make some hard funding decisions. The current amount allocated for weapons destruction is $21 million, approximately one tenth of the estimated total cost. The harsh reality that the U.S. must face is that with each delay causing the cost of demilitarization to increase, Russia's chemical weapons stockpile will remain a security and environmental hazard for the forseeable future.

Among Russia's potential customers of chemical agents, there are none more dangerous than the rogue states that did not sign. The CWC, for all the good its advocates claim it does, does nothing to reduce the threat those rogue states pose to those states that did sign.

U.S. Industrial Vulnerability to Industrial Espionage

Another fatal flaw with the CWC is that it needlessly exposes American chemical companies to the prying eyes of foreign intelligence agents, posing as foreign inspectors.

America is in the process of destroying its chemical weapons arsenal. We as a nation have decided that we have no further use for these weapons, and are taking steps to get rid of them. Why, then, do we need to join the CWC? Arms control advocates argue that the ability to inspect suspected violators' plants justifies the treaty. The fatal flaw with this contention is exemplified by Iraq and North Korea, who have been able to keep international inspectors from being able to verify their commitment not to build nuclear weapons under the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Iraq had 20,000 scientists, engineers and technicians working on their covert nuclear program that completely fooled the world's intelligence community before the Gulf War. Hiding a nuclear weapons program is much more difficult than hiding chemical weapons; practically anyone can create a lethal weapon by mixing commonly used chemicals together. Besides, those countries we would most like to inspect aren't part of the regime.

Another response by CWC advocates is that countries must obtain a search warrant from a federal magistrate to gain access to a plant. But can we count on an official, faced with causing an international incident if the warrant is refused, to do what is right and not permit inspections of our companies? The next CWC proponent answer is that proprietary information is protected during inspections. That's fine in theory, but in reality the analytical techniques to gather competitive intelligence are so sophisticated that simple access to a facility is enough to give away a lot of secrets. Even worse, there is no mechanism for companies to gain compensation for stolen intellectual property in either the CWC or the implementing legislation in Congress.

The Arms Control Link

It was reported that Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott decided to end his opposition to the CWC when President Clinton sent him a letter "implying" that the U.S. would withdraw from the treaty if it turned out to threaten U.S. security or actually increase the spread of chemical weapons. While those opposed to the Chemical Weapons Convention didn't treat President Clinton's letter to Senator Lott with any respect, there is a use for it: it can be used as justification by a future president for pulling out of this unenforceable, misguided treaty.

The empirical proof against arms control as it is practiced in the real world, not as its advocates wish it were, is showing itself again in the CWC. Without full, well-intentioned participation by all parties intended to be covered by an arms control agreement, it is worthless at best and could be catastrophic at worst. With the CWC now in full effect, and our factories open to industrial espionage, China, Russia, Libya, Syria, North Korea, Iran and Iraq, the countries who possess the most and/or are most prone to use chemical weapons, are not party to the convention. Our experience with the ABM Treaty (among other things, the admitted intentional violation by the then Soviet Union with the radar station at Krasnoyarsk mentioned in Bill Lee's book, The ABM Treaty Charade) has established that arms control agreements can be a serious delusion and danger in the real world. And remember, all of this is irrelevant to reducing U.S. chemical weapons. We're destroying our stockpile, treaty or no treaty.

Every administration wants to leave a legacy by which it will be remembered in history. To leave a legacy in which symbolic action through arms control is substituted for strong deterrence and defense against real threats is not the kind of legacy history will remember kindly. Threats exist in the status quo, and we at High Frontier believe that protection against them is of paramount importance. Deterrence and/or threat reduction through the use of international agreements are welcome additions to the formula, but they must not be used in place of the actual protection of America and her allies.

Currently, 167 countries have signed the CWC and 96 have ratified it.

