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STATEMENT BY THE DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF THE TECHNICAL SECRETARIAT OF THE OPCW AMBASSADOR ROGELIO PFIRTER AT THE ROYAL INSTITUTE FOR INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS (IRRI) BRUSSELS, 21 JANUARY 2004: DISARMAMENT, NON-PROLIFERATION AND WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION, THE CHEMICAL WEAPONS CASE.

Mr President, 

Distinguished Ambassadors, and members of the Institute,

Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is a great pleasure and an honour for me to be here with you this evening in the beautiful premises of the Palais d’Egmont to share with you some ideas on the work we do at the OPCW and also learn from your own experiences and comments on matters which undoubtedly are of common interest.

But before doing so, I wish to say that for me as Director of the International Organisation responsible for the implementation of the Chemical Weapons Convention, a visit to your country has a special meaning. This comes from history as, regrettably, it was in the Flanders fields that in 1915 Chemical Weapons were used massively for the first time. Today, in memory of that horrible tragedy, the main Meeting Hall of the OPCW bears the name of the City of Ieper. It is in that Ieper room that, 158 Member States gather through out the year to ensure that such dramatic events as those of 1915 will not happen again.

I would also like to say that Belgium’s significance to the global ban of the chemical weapons is not limited to history and past suffering. Belgium has consistently shown in the past few years’ leadership, determination and imagination in support of initiatives aimed at making our world more secure and stable. One should mention the key role Belgium played in the process that led to the conclusion of the Anti-Personnel Landmine Ban and the constant support your government and Belgian Diplomacy have lent to our own efforts in the area of chemical disarmament. Last December, I had the privilege to receive at the OPCW Headquarters in The Hague a distinguished delegation from the Belgian Parliament led by our chairman tonight President De Croo with whom we had an opportunity to exchange views on a fairly large number of issues related to Non-proliferation and Chemical Weapons in particular from a regional perspective and including the consideration of new and very topical questions like international terrorism which I hope we will be able to discuss later on. I am grateful to President De Croo and the parliamentary delegation for his expressions of support then and today and I would also like to put on record the unfailing contribution Belgian Diplomats give us. Your Ambassador to the OPCW, my good friend Philippe Nieuwenhuys was himself one of the negotiators of the CWC and I am happy to reiterate today the recognition of the Technical Secretariat for the work your representatives have played and continue to play daily in our deliberations in The Hague.

Distinguished friends, ladies and gentlemen,

Weapons of Mass Destruction are unfortunately not Science fiction, they are, a harsh reality of our times. Be them Nuclear, Biological or Chemical, this inhumane means of destruction do exist and constitute a menace and a threat. Recent conflicts have had at their root their presence in regional scenarios. This is why the international community has organised itself to deal with each one of them through legal undertakings embodied in the different treaties and conventions. 

In our case, the Chemical Weapons Convention negotiated in Geneva over the years and signed in Paris in January 1993. 

The CWC gave birth to our organisation. One that we can legitimately say has unique features. We must be active in three different but deeply interrelated fronts, Disarmament, Non-Proliferation and International Co-operation in the Peaceful Uses of Chemistry are inseparable parts of our mandate, and we look after them with the same dedication and seriousness.

We verify disarmament. The actual destruction of existing stockpiles of chemical weapons.

This is essential, and establishes a qualitative difference between the Chemical and the Nuclear Biological fields, where unfortunately, and due to considerations that exceed the scope of my presentation today, we still lack the non discriminatory and comprehensive characteristics of the chemical weapons ban.

In this area we can therefore be optimistic, and although much remains to be done before we can proclaim our Planet entirely free from these heinous weapons, we have the legal instrument in place, and an Organisation fully equipped and up to the challenge.

A few months ago, in The Hague, the First Review Conference of the Chemical Weapons Convention took place against the backdrop of an international situation characterised by doubts, uncertainties and a certain sense of pessimism in relation with multilateral efforts in particular in the area of Disarmament and International Security.

In spite of the fears and doubts, the States Parties to the CWC solemnly reaffirmed their commitment to achieving the object and purpose of the Chemical Weapons Convention. Most notably, the participants agreed to say that the OPCW has established an effective international verification system based on declarations and on site inspections.
When we look at the situation in the Biological field, or the difficulties surrounding the nuclear non proliferation regime, one values even more this world consensus in supporting the Chemical Weapons Ban.

But self complacency is not in order.

Many difficulties lie ahead, and our programme of destruction and non proliferation still faces many challenges which we will only overcome through concerted action and a firm commitment.

Six Possessor States have come forward and declared their stocks, and our teams are permanently checking on behalf of the international community that their own commitment to destroy their weapons is being faithfully carried out. The United States and India have passed the first milestone in the road toward chemical disarmament by destroying 20% of their category 1 CW. The destruction campaigns in the two countries continue at a sustained pace. The US, the second largest possessor, is making steady progress and new destruction facilities are gradually being added to the ones currently in operation. 

Their campaign faces from time to time delays and needs to be rescheduled in view of the size of the task and also because of the environmental concerns of local populations which at some instances demand enquiries and checks before the destruction facilities get on with the business of incinerating or neutralising agents. We are confident that the US Government is making everything in its capacity to move forward in the destruction of existing stockpiles, within the timelines established by the Convention, which, as you know, sets a 10 year period which can be extended, if approved by the Executive Council of the organisation, to a maximum of 15 years since the date of Entry into Force of the Convention.

Russia is the largest possessor of chemical weapons, with a declared stockpile of around 40.000 metric tonnes of CW.

After some initial delays, the Russian authorities have put together a cohesive effort and a realistic structure to eliminate the huge arsenal of agents and munitions. In April of last year Russia was able to complete the destruction of 1% of its category 1 CW, an amount which may seem modest to the external observer, but that beyond the actual figure proves the determination of the Russian authorities.

The international community, through various efforts, notably the global Partnership and the “10+10+over 10” scheme is actively supporting the Russian programme and we, at the OPCW, provide the necessary and impartial guarantee that countries around the world, in particular donor countries, need to continue and to confirm their crucial financial and technical support for the Russian efforts.

The vision of the world leaders in Kananaskis, is slowly bearing fruit, and the OPCW is there, ready to play its role as a guarantor and certifier of the exercise.

In this context, let me point out that we intend to strengthen our links with the European Union which has very recently adopted A Common Position on the Universalization and reinforcement of Multilateral Agreements in the field of Non-proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction and means of Delivery. We at the OPCW appreciate the efforts undertaken by the EU through its Action Plan for the implementation of the Basic Principles for an EU strategy against WMD. In my contact with Governments around the world I often mention the importance this issue has for industrialised countries when they consider their own bilateral relationships and the advisability to enter into agreements or contractual relationships with countries that do not observe the main instruments against WMD. 

Universality is indeed essential to ensure that Chemical Weapons will effectively disappear and never re-emerge. This is why it was so encouraging to see a fifth State Party, Albania, come forward last year to declare the discovery of a small stock pile of CW inherited from the Cold War period. An initial plan for the destruction of these weapons is being completed and we are confident that this arsenal will be disposed of within the timelines set in the Convention. 

In terms of Universality we have made great progress. Today our membership reaches 158 and we will soon be 160 with the accession of Tuvalu and Libya.

On December 19 we were all surprised by the announcements made in parallel in Washington and London on the decision by the government of Libya to renounce any existing programme aimed at the development or production of WMD, including naturally Chemical Weapons. Since then Libya has acceded to the CWC - as they were not members of the treaty - and are now a contracting party until the February 5 when they will become a full fledged member of the treaty and as consequence of that, of the OPCW. 

Encouraging as our level of membership may be there are still important countries outside the Chemical Weapons Ban. I have in mind important States in the Middle East such as Egypt, Syria and Lebanon. We believe that the fact that Libya has been persuaded to join the CWC is a big step forward and a positive influence that might help others in that region to embrace the logic that rather than waiting until an overall solution to the security dilemmas is found nothing will be done 

We are encouraged by this positive development that brings closer the goal of Universality in membership for the CWC and in particular enhances security in the Middle East. The challenge for the OPCW is considerable and we are already in close consultation with the Libyan authorities to assist them in the initial stages leading to accession and thereafter compliance with the provisions of the Chemical Weapons Ban. 

Our Disarmament activities are what make our efforts so powerful and emblematic. 

We actually oversee the destruction of CW. 

And we will continue, as we know that until all the declared stocks are destroyed and certified as so, their dangerous shadow will still loom large over our collective horizon.

Our Convention is a treaty for the future, and not only an instrument to get rid of an unpleasant heritage from the past.

This is why our efforts in the area of Non-proliferation are so important.

Key to the credibility of the Chemical Weapons Ban is the deterrent factor that our inspection system establishes for potential proliferators, be it at State or Non-State Actors level. The OPCW has already carried out more than 1600 inspections in nearly 60 countries. Nearly two-thirds of them have been at CW-related facilities in relation to existing stocks of weapons. But the parallel challenge of the elimination of the access to Chemical Weapons and their precursors is realised through our Industry Inspections regime. This is a very demanding exercise as over 4500 industries around the world have been identified as relevant in terms of their potential inspect ability by the Technical Secretariat of the OPCW.

This regime is applied to the facilities that produce a range of chemicals that have peaceful applications, but could also be used for weapons purposes, for example, by international terrorists. Even if the provisions of the Convention must be implemented in a manner that avoids hampering the economic and technological development of the States Parties, we are fully conscious of the difficulties that industrial inspections may pose, especially for a country like Belgium, who is one of the largest producers of chemicals in the European Union. I want to pay a special tribute to the Belgian Chemical and Pharmaceutical Industry as they have been playing an exemplary role receiving regularly our inspection teams within their premises.

But let me say that these constraints, real as they can be, are a small price to pay compared with the perspective of a world deprived of adequate controls and the open door to proliferations that such a scenario would entail. The contribution of industry is thus of the essence for the ultimate success of our efforts. This is why since my coming into office, a little more than a year ago, I have made a matter of priority to co-operate and listen to the views of industrialists and the private sector in general.

Chemical Industry understood, since the early days of the negotiation of the Convention, that they would also benefit from the seal of legitimacy and compliance with international and national law we provide. They rightly saw that chemical production and trade would ultimately be affected and industry at large would run the unacceptable risk of being stigmatised and made responsible for chemical terror, were they not perceived as an active partner in the fight against weapons made with chemicals.

Distinguished friends,

The issue, believe me, is not a theoretical one.

International terrorists will constantly seek access to means of mass destruction.

The chemical sector, unlike the nuclear or even the biological one, recognises such a wide world expansion that it will always be an obvious point of attraction for proliferators. So we must look at the chemical industry and also at the related aspects of peaceful chemistry like trade, where the declarations system of the Convention also apply and intends to discourage and make diversion of precursors to criminals significantly more difficult.

A treaty like the Chemical Weapons Convention cannot be entirely successful until it becomes truly universal.

Indeed an impressive figure. But one that leaves outside some countries of concern, most notably in the Middle East. The fact, that Libya has been persuaded to join the CWC is a big step forward and a positive note to start on this year. 

North Korea still belongs to the list of concerns. We are encouraged by the promising start of the Six-Party talks’ process, and we are confident that through the concerted efforts of all parties progress will be made in the host of issues in the agenda.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

As you can see, the Chemical Weapons effort is a multi-dimensional one, where so many actors converge. From national governments, to international organisations, the private sector, non governmental agencies, there is a specific and well defined role for everyone.

Our Convention is not a simple one. It is ambitious and complex.

It deals with agents and substances that make our daily lives possible, and better. But as Janus, the mythological god, there is another face to them, as in the wrong hands they can turn promise and good into destruction and evil.

Signing the Convention is just the beginning of a process that involves national, measures, domestic legislation and the establishment of institutional, mechanisms to make it all logical and operational.

In the Chemical Weapons Convention and the Technical Secretariat that oversees compliance with it, the international community has a precious asset that needs to be protected and enhanced.

In the present world, where uncertainties and dangers abound, the Chemical Weapons Ban is a reality, and it is up to us to make it stronger and efficient.

In so doing we will be protecting our civilisation from the scourge of weapons of terror that have no place in our world.

