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Abstract. Strengthening the  Biological Weapons Convention (BWC) 11 remains a  topical issue. Rapid 
developments in life sciences and the increasing number of private actors in the global biotechnology market 
present several challenges related to monitoring and preventing biological threats at national and global levels. In 
the half-century since the BWC was opened for signature, the structure of the biosecurity problem has become 
more complex compared to what the architects of the Convention understood it to be. In the current geopolitical 
climate, mutual distrust has increased, which has led to the  politicization of issues related to the  national 
implementation of the  BWC.  The  issue of national compliance with the  BWC has significantly complicated 
the intersessional program and the work of the Ninth BWC Review Conference. Against this backdrop, attempts 
by non-state actors to bolster the BWC regime by developing mechanisms of enhanced transparency alongside 
the Convention have significantly intensified. In international practice, there is a noticeable trend for coalitions 
of like-minded countries to create informal structures that are supported by voluntary donations. These formats 
are seen as an alternative to slow-paced classical multilateral disarmament diplomacy, which innovators believe 
is unable to reach consensus in times of acute geopolitical confrontation. Russia is committed to enhancing 
regional cooperation in the field of biosafety and biosecurity within the framework of the BWC. As it is seen 
from Moscow, strengthening the BWC and promoting international cooperation on biosafety and biosecurity 
are crucial for establishing a regional security architecture in Eurasia. Russian Federation currently promotes 
the  concepts of biological sovereignty and collective biosecurity among members of the  Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO). This article provides a brief 
overview of the evolution of efforts to strengthen the BWC, from the launch of negotiations on its development 
to the establishment of the Working Group on the Strengthening of the BWC in December 2022. The authors 
proceed to review practical steps taken by Russia in collaboration with other CSTO members aimed at creating 
a unified biosafety and biosecurity environment, and conclude by identifying some emerging challenges.
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Аннотация. В связи с развитием науки и технологий, а также увеличением количества участников 
на глобальном рынке биологических материалов и технологий перед государствами, подписав-
1  Also Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC).
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INTRODUCTION

Half a  century after the  Biological and Toxin 
Weapons Convention (BTWC) entered into force, 
its strengthening remains an important issue. Bio
logical weapons pose a  security threat to the  en-
tire Earth’s ecosystem. If the Convention becomes 
universal (which is not yet the case, 187 of the 193 
UN member states are parties to it as of Novem-
ber 2024) and all parties comply with it proper-
ly, this will ensure that biotechnology will not be 
used to create weapons of war. Among those that 
have not yet signed the  treaty are countries with 
powerful technological potential. The Convention 
remains one of the  central elements in the  global 
architecture of non-proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction (WMD). Its relevance is further 
underscored by ongoing negotiations at the United 
Nations in New York on establishing a WMD-free 
zone in the Middle East [1]. Should such a zone be 
created [source 1], participating states would be re-
quired to join the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation 
of Nuclear Weapons as non-nuclear-weapon 
(non-NW) states, and to ratify both the Chemical 
Weapons Convention (CWC) and the BTWC [2]. 
The  UN Secretary-General has repeatedly poin
ted out the connection between disarmament and 
sustainable development goals [source 2]. One may 
recall that Article X of the BTWC obligates mem-
ber states to promote international cooperation for 
peaceful purposes in the biological field and to sup-
port the development of national biosafety and bio
security capacities among Convention members.

A RETROSPECTIVE LOOK 
AT THE PROBLEM

As often happens, the multilateral negotiations 
on the BTWC resulted in a compromise. The fi-
nal text of the Convention omitted several critical 
elements: it did not provide a formal definition of 

biological weapons, lacked an explicit prohibition 
on their use, included no mechanisms for verifica-
tion of compliance, and did not establish detailed 
procedures for investigating the alleged use of such 
weapons. While Article V of the BTWC does allow 
for consultations among state parties in the event 
of concerns regarding the  Convention’s inter-
pretation or implementation, the mechanism for 
conducting such consultations was left undefined. 
Some of these deficiencies were apparent even 
to the Convention’s architects at the  time it was 
opened for signature in 1972 [source 3]. The need 
to strengthen the BTWC by developing procedural 
and administrative mechanisms was already being 
voiced in the lead-up to the First Review Confe
rence (RevCon), which took place in Geneva in 
March 1980 [source 4].

The  issue of strengthening the  Biological and 
Toxin Weapons Convention (BTWC) gained re-
newed urgency around the turn of the 1990s amid 
significant advances in genetic engineering, bio-
technology, and bioinformatics. This period saw 
the most intensive efforts to reinforce the Conven-
tion, centered on the proposal to establish an in-
tergovernmental Organization for the  Prohibition 
of Biological Weapons. This organization would 
be endowed with a charter and a mandate to verify 
compliance with the  BTWC.  The  proposed mea-
sures aimed to develop and sign a document that 
would enhance both the  implementation of and 
confidence in the  Convention, with verification 
mechanisms occupying a central place in the envi-
sioned framework. However, negotiations reached 
an impasse in 2001, largely due to the position of 
the United States, which questioned the effective-
ness and feasibility of the  proposed verification 
measures. As a  result, the  Fifth BTWC RevCon 
decided to suspend its work for a  year, during 
which time the  state parties continued consulta-
tions at various venues. Having resumed its work 
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in November 2002, the  Fifth BTWC decided to 
strengthen the  Convention through new mecha-
nisms: Meetings of Experts and Meetings of States 
Parties to the BTWC. The decisions made during 
these meetings are advisory in nature and serve to 
prepare the  groundwork for subsequent Review 
Conferences. These interaction mechanisms, along 
with the thematic agenda established for each inter-
sessional period since 2001, are collectively referred 
to as the “intersessional program”. Any mechanisms 
outside the core framework of the BTWC may only 
continue their work following the approval of a for-
mal mandate and agenda by the Conference. For 
example, in 2006, at the  Sixth BTWC RevCon, 
the  intersessional program was expanded, and 
the  Implementation Support Unit (ISU) was es-
tablished. For almost 20 years, the ISU has proven 
that a  small, unbureaucratic, and relatively inex-
pensive structure can make a huge contribution to 
the  intersessional program and promote progress 
towards such goals as universalization, confidence-
building measures, overcoming institutional weak-
nesses, and raising awareness of the objectives and 
principles of the BTWC.

Following a decision by the Seventh RevCon 
(December 2011), the  ISU established and has 
been administering a  digital “assistance and 
cooperation database” [source 5]. The  Seventh 
RevCon also established a sponsorship program, 
which is managed by the  Implementation Sup-
port Unit within the  framework of its mandate 
[source  5]. The  BTWC sponsorship program is 
financed through voluntary contributions from 
member states and is aimed at promoting the Con-
vention’s universalization. Specifically, the  pro-
gram facilitates the participation of diplomats and 
experts from diverse global regions – ​particularly 
those from countries with limited financial re-
sources –  ​in BTWC-related activities. Addition-
ally, the ISU is responsible for the functioning of 
the electronic platform on which the reports with-
in the  framework of confidence-building mea-
sures are posted. The digitalization of the relevant 
annual submissions was initiated in 2011 follow-
ing a decision by the Seventh RevCon. In 2022, 
the Ninth RevCon reaffirmed the mandate of this 
structure for the period of 2023–2027. The ISU is 
based in the Geneva sector of the UN Office for 

Disarmament Affairs, which supervises and sup-
ports its activities [source 6].

For over 20 years, the  process of developing 
a legally binding protocol to the BTWC had been 
stalled. By the Eighth RevCon in 2016, the depth 
and breadth of disagreement over how exactly 
to strengthen the  Convention seemed an insur-
mountable task. While the  need for change was 
undisputed, state parties could not reach a  con-
sensus on where to focus their efforts. The period 
between the Eighth and Ninth RevCons was pro-
longed by the  COVID‑19 pandemic. By the  time 
of the Ninth RevCon, it became clear that two is-
sues were the least controversial in the context of 
strengthening: the establishment of a tool to review 
scientific and technological developments relevant 
to the BTWC, and the development of a mecha-
nism to coordinate international cooperation in 
accordance with Article X of the Convention.

In December 2022, the  Ninth RevCon es-
tablished a  Working Group on Strengthening 
the BTWC (WG), to meet twice a year. The WG’s 
operating procedure is based on the  experience 
of holding annual Meetings of States Parties to 
the Convention, but does not duplicate or replace 
these meetings. Oversight of the activities of the WG 
and overall management of the intersessional work 
is entrusted to the  three-day annual Meeting of 
States Parties. The WG’s mandate includes iden-
tifying possible approaches and developing pro-
posals and recommendations for strengthening 
the  BTWC, including the  development of a  draft 
of legally binding measures. The WG did not start 
from scratch. In general, state parties to the Con-
vention continue to promote ideas that were voiced 
in previous cycles of intersessional work.

Russia’s recent initiatives suggest that it will 
continue to advocate, within the  BTWC frame-
work, for proposals it first advanced between 2016 
and 2021. These include the establishment of mo-
bile bio-medical units; the creation of a scientific 
advisory committee tasked with monitoring scien
tific and technological developments relevant to 
the  BTWC; and the  enhancement of the  Con-
vention’s confidence-building measures through 
the introduction of an additional reporting form. 
This proposed form would encourage state par-
ties to provide information on biological defence 
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research and development taking place outside 
the  national territory. Russia has also reiterated 
its call to strengthen Article  VI of the  Conven-
tion by establishing a  dedicated mechanism for 
investigating alleged violations of BTWC obli-
gations. The Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
has emphasized that its proposal to create such an 
investigative mechanism under Article  VI is not 
intended to undermine the independent status of 
the United Nations Secretary-General’s Mecha-
nism for Investigation of Alleged Use of Chemical 
and Biological Weapons (UNSGM). It is worth 
recalling that the UNSGM, established by a UN 
General Assembly resolution in 1987 and admini
stered by the UN Office for Disarmament Affairs, 
remains in a  developmental phase. The  Mecha-
nism requires modernization in terms of metho
dology, as well as improvements in administrative, 
technical, and personnel support [source 7].

BIOSECURITY AND 
BTWC IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES

In the  half-century since the  BTWC was 
opened for signature, the landscape of biosecuri-
ty has evolved in ways that its original architects 
could not have fully anticipated. Today, biosecu-
rity challenges extend well beyond the traditional 
military context, encompassing critical sectors 
such as agriculture, public health, and biodiversity 
protection [3]. The proliferation of dual-use tech-
nologies  –  ​scientific advances with both civilian 
and potential military applications –  ​has further 
complicated efforts to sustain the BTWC regime. 
At the same time, deepening geopolitical rivalries, 
mistrust, and mutual suspicions have increasing-
ly politicized the  discourse surrounding BTWC 
compliance. A notable example of this politiciza-
tion occurred in November 2023, during Chinese 
President Xi Jinping’s visit to the APEC summit 
in San Francisco, where a bilateral meeting with 
U.S. President Joe Biden was scheduled. Although 
a clandestine Chinese laboratory in Ridley, Cali-
fornia, had been discovered as early as December 
2022, it was not until November 2023 that the case 
gained substantial socio-political traction in both 
the  United States [4, 5, 6] and internationally  
[7, 8, 9, 10]. On November 15 – the very day of 
the Xi-Biden meeting – ​the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives’ Select Committee on China released 

a report containing sensational allegations linking 
the clandestine facility to the Chinese government 
[source 8].

In December 2022, local law enforcement au-
thorities in California discovered a  clandestine 
laboratory and storage facility on the  outskirts of 
the  town of Ridley. The  premises were officially 
leased by a Chinese company purportedly engaged 
in the  sale of pregnancy test systems [source  9]. 
However, upon inspection, thousands of vials con-
taining biological materials and hazardous chemi
cals were uncovered. Subsequent media reports 
alleged the  presence of 20 pathogens associated 
with dangerous infectious diseases, including tu-
berculosis, malaria, hepatitis, and HIV, as well as 
approximately one thousand genetically modi
fied mice [source 8]. For nine months following 
the  discovery, local officials reportedly struggled 
to prompt federal action. Appeals to agencies such 
as the  Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and 
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (CDC) initially went unanswered [source 9]. 
It was only after local residents raised the issue with 
their congressional representative that the  case 
began to gain national attention. The incident re-
vealed a critical gap in the United States’ regula-
tory architecture: no single federal agency holds 
comprehensive responsibility for investigating and 
overseeing such biosecurity threats. Further scruti-
ny revealed that the laboratory’s operator – ​an in-
dividual with a criminal record in the United States 
and an active warrant in Canada – ​had managed to 
establish a new business and acquire dangerous bio
logical agents from American suppliers [source 8]. 
The  rise in private biological laboratories across 
the  United States, particularly since the  onset of 
the  COVID‑19 pandemic [11,  12, 13], has high-
lighted serious deficiencies in federal oversight, 
gaps in national biosafety legislation, and a lack of 
coordination among relevant government agencies.

In international practice, there is a noticeable 
tendency for individual groups of countries to 
create informal structures financed by voluntary 
donations [sources 10, 11, 12, 13]. Such formats 
are promoted as an alternative to slow multilateral 
diplomacy, which is allegedly incapable of reach-
ing a  consensus within a  reasonable time frame 
in the context of geopolitical contradictions. On 
the sidelines of the Munich Security Conference 
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and the World Economic Forum in 2023 and 2024, 
NTI | Bio promoted the idea of quickly introducing 
approaches similar to the IAEA safeguards system 
into global biosafety management practices. These 
approaches were called the “system of safeguards 
for modern biological sciences and biotechnolo-
gy”. At the beginning of 2024, the creation of an 
information and analytical platform and network 
structure “International Biosecurity and Biosafe-
ty Initiative for Science” was announced [source 
14], financed by voluntary donations. This struc-
ture, formed under the patronage of NTI | Bio, has 
the legal status of a non-governmental non-profit 
organization. This “International Initiative” will 
have a  subsidiary body that will, among other 
things, review scientific and technical achieve-
ments that are significant for the BTWC.

It is worth recalling that NTI | Bio is a division 
of the  highly influential American non-govern-
mental organization NTI.  This name previously 
stood for Nuclear Threat Initiative, since the or-
ganization previously specialized in nuclear se-
curity issues. After the organization took a course 
on expanding the  range of programs, the  name 
was shortened to an abbreviation. In 2017, NTI, 
having received substantial funding for the imple-
mentation of projects specifically on biological 
issues [source 15], established the  structural di-
vision “Global Biological Policy and Programs” 
or NTI | Bio for short, aimed at constructing an 
expert narrative on global biosecurity issues, or-
ganizing events and publishing various ratings. It 
is reasonable to anticipate the emergence of new 
rankings and informal coalitions that advocate for 
specific principles of public health governance, 
as well as distinct approaches to the  regulation 
of research and development and export controls 
in the biological sphere. Voicing a vision of such 
dynamics from Russia, the  Chief of the  Radia-
tion, chemical and biological protection Troops 
of the  Armed Forces of the  Russian Federation, 
Lieutenant General Kirillov, stated at one of 
the briefings that the United States was trying to 
replace the  BTWC and other international legal 
norms with “its own rules, which were developed 
in American interests, supported by the collective 
West and imposed on third countries” [source 16].

As stated in statements and presentations by 
the Russian Ministry of Defense and the Minis-

try of Foreign Affairs, as well as in the final report 
of the  Parliamentary Commission presented in 
April 2023 [source 17], the US Department of De-
fense and related organizations, including private 
firms, carried out a military biological program in 
Ukraine up until February 2022, directed, among 
other things, against Russia. At the  initiative of 
Moscow, a  Consultative Meeting on Article  V 
of the  BTWC was held in early September 2022 
[source 18]. In late October and early November 
2022, Russia also initiated meetings of the UN Se-
curity Council to address concerns raised by Russia 
and submitted a proposal to conduct an interna-
tional investigation under the auspices of the UN 
Security Council in accordance with Article VI of 
the BTWC. The Russian Federation has previous-
ly repeatedly expressed concern about the  mili-
tary biological activities of Western countries in 
the  post-Soviet space. In a  number of states in 
the Eurasian space, Russia’s statements were and 
continue to be perceived painfully. At the  same 
time, the  pendulum of reactions swings between 
a  categorical denial of any claims in the  context 
of upholding the sovereign right of the country to 
carry out scientific and technical cooperation in 
the  spirit of Article  X of the  BTWC to categori-
cal statements by concerned civil activists in these 
states demanding that immediate measures should 
be taken against medical and biological work su-
pervised and sponsored by the Americans. While 
the  Russian side continued to present more and 
more new facts, US and Ukrainian officials reject-
ed accusations of violating the Convention, insis
ting that the cooperation was aimed at strengthe
ning the potential to combat epidemics.

The  issue of compliance with the  BTWC 
significantly complicated the  course of the  in-
tersessional program and the  work of the  Ninth 
RevCon. The discrepancy between the volume of 
Russian arguments and the scant explanations of 
the opposing side has increased suspicions about 
the large-scale and often opaque medical and bio
logical activity of the  United States on the  ter-
ritory of other states. In April 2024, American 
journalists published the  results of an investiga-
tion indicating the  scale and nature of the  acti
vities carried out in 2012–2022 by citizens of var-
ious countries in the interests and at the expense 
of American grants. The  authors of that article 
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point to a  number of problems associated with 
procedural shortcomings and the  general lack of 
transparency in the American biosecurity system. 
According to federal officials familiar with the sit-
uation, there are some organizations in the Unit-
ed States working with dangerous pathogens that 
have not registered their laboratories, which, 
among other things, involves supervision and in-
spection by specialists from the CDC [14].

BIOLOGICAL SECURITY: 
GLOBAL, REGIONAL, NATIONAL

Russia and the states of the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization (CSTO) have made progress 
in creating a unified biological security system [15]. 
In the fall of 2021, by decision of the Committee 
of Secretaries of the  CSTO Security Councils, 
the Coordination Council of Authorized Bodies of 
the CSTO Member States on Biological Security 
(CC) was established. It was initiated by Russia, 
and the head of the Federal Service for the Over-
sight of Consumer Protection and Welfare Popova 
was elected chairperson [source 19]. The Council 
meetings were held in December 2022 in St. Pe-
tersburg, in July 2023 in Minsk, and in Decem-
ber 2023 again in St. Petersburg. The  decisions 
of this body are aimed at “strengthening the bio
logical sovereignty” of the  CSTO member states 
and coordinating their positions on strengthening 
the BTWC regime [source 20]. At the third mee
ting of the Council, Russia presented a report on 
international exercises of rapid response teams 
to fight emergency sanitary and epidemiological 
situations using mobile laboratories. The  fourth 
meeting was held in December 2024 in Kazakh-
stan [source 21]. In November 2022, the heads of 
state of the  Organization signed the  Decision of 
the  CSTO Collective Security Council “On  the 
joint formation of radiation, chemical and biologi-
cal protection and medical support of the CSTO”. 
The combined unit of radiation, chemical and bio
logical protection (RCBP) and medical support 
troops is a new component of the Organization’s 
collective security system, designed to respond 
to biological threats [source 22]. The  model of 
such a unit was tested during a joint exercise with 
the  CSTO Collective Rapid Response Forces, 
“Interaction‑2022”, which took place at one of 
the Kazakhstani training grounds in October 2022 

[source 23]. In September 2023, a special, separate 
exercise, “Barrier‑2023,” was organized in the Re-
public of Belarus, in which this new component of 
the Organization’s collective forces was involved. 
Both in Kazakhstan in 2022 and a year later in Be-
larus, during the  exercises, interaction with local 
sanitary and epidemiological surveillance author-
ities and other specialized national structures was 
successfully established [source 23].

The  CSTO Parliamentary Assembly, created 
in 2006 on the  basis of the  CIS Interparliamen-
tary Assembly, adopted the  “Recommendations 
on Legislative Support for Biological Security 
of the  CSTO Member States” on December 19, 
2023. The document uses such concepts as “glo
bal biological security”, “regional healthcare sys-
tems”, and “regional biological security”. The lat-
ter “consists of national systems for ensuring 
the public sanitary and epidemiological well-be-
ing” [source 24]. The recommendations were de-
veloped seeking to harmonize the relevant nation-
al regulations of the Organization’s members and 
forming a  “unified legislative mechanism aimed 
at protecting the population of the CSTO member 
states, protecting the health of animals and plants, 
and protecting the environment from the impact 
of hazardous biological factors” [source 24].

It cannot be said that the  CSTO Parliamen-
tary Assembly serves as a  platform for promoting 
exclusively Russia’s initiatives. In September 2022, 
at the  77th Session of the  UN General Assembly, 
the  President of the  Republic of Kazakhstan To-
kayev put forward an initiative to create an In-
ternational Biological Safety Agency (IBSA) on 
the  BTWC platform. This initiative was noted in 
the Statement of the CSTO Parliamentary Assem-
bly on the inadmissibility of developing biological 
(bacteriological) and toxin weapons dated Decem-
ber 5, 2022. On the sidelines of the BTWC Ninth 
RevCon in December 2022, Kazakhstan presented 
a version of the IBSA initiative, taking into account 
the  consultations held. The  Kazakhstan’s party 
emphasizes that this initiative cannot and should 
not replace negotiations on the  BTWC verifica-
tion protocol, but was put forward with the aim of 
stimulating the search for viable solutions through 
the implementation of the principle of modularity 2 
2  The principle of modularity presupposes the  gradual, 
consensus-based completion of processes, procedures, 
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[source 25]. In December 2023, the CSTO Parlia-
mentary Assembly recommended that the Organi-
zation’s member states continue consultations on 
finalizing this initiative [source 24].

CONCLUSION

At the end of 2023, the Russian President held 
a  meeting with permanent members of the  Rus-
sian Security Council on the  issues of ensuring 
“collective biological security in the  CIS space” 
[source 26], organized on the eve of President Pu-
tin’s meetings with the  leaders of the  Common-
wealth of Independent States, which took place on 
December 25–26, 2023. It is worth noting that in 
2024, the CIS chairmanship was passed onto Rus-
sia. At the meeting of the Permanent Representa-
tives of the Commonwealth in Minsk on January 
23, 2024, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of 
Russia Pankin proposed that CIS countries “think 
together about expanding the  regional biological 
security system, including the formation of an ap-
propriate legal framework” [source 27].

Biological security remains a  complex and 
inherently transboundary issue. Since the  World 
Health Organization was established in 1948 and 
the  BTWC entered into force in 1975, the  spec-
trum of biological threats has expanded and be-
come more multifaceted. Until now, the Conven-
tion regime does not have a unified methodology 
for assessing scientific and technological progress 
and organizational formats within the BTWC regime that 
would comprehensively address the  task of strengthening 
the Convention.

in terms of risks and opportunities for global bio
logical security, while the  international mecha
nisms and procedures for investigating facts of 
the  alleged use of biological and toxin weapons 
are poorly developed.

Today, there is a  shortage of specialists in 
the CIS who would be engaged in long-term and 
continuous work on transboundary biosecurity is-
sues. The  need to intensify international political 
dialogue has become urgent, but it is not always 
clear which ideas the BTWC member states could 
bring to the  dialogue on institutional strengthen-
ing of the  Convention. Those who routinely deal 
with various aspects of national biosecurity are 
overloaded with operational tasks, and it is not al-
ways possible to distract them from their work for 
the sake of participation in consultations on issues 
of a more general, political nature. It is gratifying 
that such platforms for interdepartmental and in-
terstate dialogue as the  Coordination Council of 
Authorized Bodies of the  CSTO Member States 
on Biological Security, regular intergovernmental 
meetings on these issues, and the CIS Joint Con-
sultative Commission on Disarmament Issues con-
tinue to function. It is important that the mood for 
cross-sectoral dialogue on current issues of biologi-
cal security at the CSTO and CIS platforms be sup-
ported by the readiness to take mutual interests into 
account. Building the architecture of the Eurasian 
biological security should not resemble a one-way 
street. For the full development of such a regional 
system, mutual enrichment of ideas, approaches, 
and lessons learned is important.
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