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CHEMICAL WARFARE

• The Ministry of Defence announced on 
the day we went to press that it is studying 
whether Britain should develop chemical 
weapons (Times, 3.4.80).

The current cranking up of the Cold War 
is being used as a cover for increased 
readiness on the part of the Nato alliance 
to use chemical weapons. In March, the 
Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, 
the military head of Nato, US General 
Bernard Rogers, speaking in Norway, 

called for a build-up of chemical warfare 
means in Europe as a deterrent to a 
possible chemical offensive by Russia 
(Evening Standard, 17.3.80).

Since the end of last year, reports have 
been appearing in the western press 
focusing on the stockpiles of chemical and 
biological weapons (CBW) possessed by 
the Soviet Union which, it is claimed, is 
preparing to use them against Nato armies 
in the event of hostilities in Europe. One 
central strand in the story has been the 
allegation that an accident with biological 
weapons cost the lives of several hundred 
people in the Russian city of Sverdlovsk, 
last year. The sequence of appearance of 
the story was traced by Laurence Marks in 
the Observer (23.3.80). A reference to 
anthrax, the disease said to have been 
spread by the alleged accident, was made 
in a Sverdlovsk paper in April, 1979. No 
mention of any accident was made nor, of 
course, of CBW.
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These two additions first made their 
appearance in Now magazine, the right­
wing weekly owned by Sir James 
Goldsmith, on October 26, 1979. The 
author, David Floyd, sited the accident at 
Novosibirsk, 2,000 miles to the east of 
Sverdlovsk and gave as a source ‘a 
traveller’. The report was reprinted in the 
right-wing West German daily Bild Zeitung 
the following day.

The story then appears to have died, 
perhaps because Novosibirsk is a city to 
which foreigners are allowed to travel, and 
an incident which had caused hundreds of 
deaths could have been concealed only 
with great difficulty. But on February 14, 
Bild returned to the story, re-siting it in a 
town near Sverdlovsk, which does have 
heavy industry, including military industry, 
and which is closed to foreigners.

The US Government Foreign Broadcast 
Information Service, FBIS, formerly part 
of the CIA, but now under the State 
Department, reprinted the Now and Bild 
stories over the weekend of March 17,
1980. FBIS usually reprints only current, if 
carefully selected, stories from the foreign 
media. The State Department claimed at 
the same time that they had ‘only recently’ 
obtained enough information to approach 
the Soviet Union about the incident. This 
official comment meant that the alleged 
incident once again featured in detail in the 
western press.

The Russians, predictably enough, 
denied all details of the incident, and 
described it as ‘impudent slander’. Reuter 
reported from Moscow that dissidents with 
contacts in Sverdlovsk had heard nothing 
about the incident (Morning Star, 20.3.80). 
And: ‘It is conceded in Washington that 
publication of the incident at this juncture 
is no accident, but part of a major effort 
designed to “rev up’’ public opinion about 
Soviet capability in biological and chemical 
weaponry’ (Daily Telegraph, 20.3.80).

Media Operations

Philip Agee has described how the CIA 
carries out such media operations, and its 
methods are similar to those used by many 

intelligence organisations. (See, in 
particular, ‘West Germany: an interview 
with Philip Agee’, in Dirty Work: the CIA 
in Western Europe, Lyle Stuart, 1978). 
Stories favourable to the US, which may 
originally have been planted by a CIA 
contact in a friendly publication, are 
telexed by the Agency to other CIA 
officers in contact with pro-western 
journalists, who are encouraged to place 
them in journals to which they have access. 
The journalist thinks that he or she has a 
‘top level security services contact’, and the 
intelligence officer has a ‘media asset’.

The ‘anthrax incident’ was only one of 
several recent attempts by the US and Nato 
to justify what seems to be a new 
commitment to chemical weaponry 
research and manufacture, one aspect of 
the new cold war. The Soviet Union has 
stockpiles of chemical weapons, and the 
means to deliver them; so does the United 
States. The USSR may have returned to 
manufacturing biological weapons, but this 
cannot be determined from the evidence 
adduced from the ‘anthrax incident.’ The 
USSR and the USA are both parties to the 
1972 Geneva Convention on Biological 
Warfare, which bans the use, manufacture 
and stockpiling of biological weapons such 
as anthrax. This treaty was achieved largely 
because East and West agreed that
chemical weapons have and will continue 
to have the edge over biological, because 
of the unpredictability of living organisms. 

Western intelligence and military 
estimates of Soviet capabilities have usually 
been intended to push western
governments into increased expenditure on 
arms research and manufacture. This was 
certainly true of the alleged ‘bomber gap’ 
of the Fifties and the ‘missile gap’ of the 
Sixties, and may be true now of current US 
assessments of Soviet intentions. (See
Dubious Specter, by Fred Kaplan,
Transnational Institute, 1977; Bulletin No
16, ‘Labour’s Transatlantic Links,’ and the 
Background paper in this Bulletin.)

Whatever happened in the Soviet Union, 
Nato seems to be making a renewed effort 
in chemical warfare, and towards achieving 
its public acceptability.
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British Research
In Britain, the Ministry of Defence is to 
take over facilities at the Porton Down 
Chemical Defence Establishment for new 
biological warfare research. Biological 
weapon research continued at the Chemical 
Defence Establishment even after Britain 
became a signatory to the 1972 Biological 
Warfare Convention.

The Defence Ministry is always anxious 
to stress that Britain’s chemical and 
biological warfare research is ‘purely 
defensive’. As a result of it, the British 
Army is said to be well-equipped and 
trained to withstand both chemical and 
biological attack.

The Centre for Applied Microbiology 
and Research at Porton became part of the 
Public Health Laboratory Service, under 
the Department of Health and Social
Security, in April 1979. A secure
laboratory at Porton Down was
transferred to the DHSS along with the 
Centre. At the end of March 1980, that 
laboratory was returned to the control of 
the Ministry of Defence. A Defence
Ministry spokesperson told State 
Research that this had been foreseen when 
the original transfer took place. It
represented ‘no change of policy.’

Under the quadripartite agreement 
which divides sensitive military activities 
between the nations of the western
alliance, Britain is responsible for the 
research and development of chemical 
weapons, while the United States is
responsible for production.

Porton is also continuing two other 
profitable lines of research — into riot 
control gases and gas-proof suits. The 
latter at least are also for export to friendly 
countries.

Britain’s expanded role in chemical 
warfare is underlined by the specially- 
arranged show for the US military by 
Ministry of Defence experts and units from 
the armed services which will take place in 
Washington between April 14 and 18. They 
will be ‘taking with them equipment 
showing Britain’s lead in the field’ (Daily 
Telegraph, 18.3.80).

Before the anthrax story was ‘revved 
up’, The Guardian had reported that 
‘Porton Down is to step up its chemical 
warfare training programme this month. It 
involves troops from the British and 
possibly other Nato armies. Simulants will 
be dropped from aircraft’ (3.1.80). Viewers 
of BBC TV’s ‘War School’ series, about 
the Army Staff College at Camberley, saw 
British troops training not to resist 
chemical attack, but to use chemical 
weapons. One officer said on the 
programme: ‘It’s quite straightforward: 
It’s a gap in our armoury and I think all 
our views here — every soldier’s view — is 
that it’s a gap that should be rectified.’ 
(Observer, 27.1.80).

Officially, Nato is ‘considering’ what its 
attitudes should be to chemical weapons 
held by the Russians. A Ministry of 
Defence spokesman confirmed to State 
Research that the US has stocks of 
chemical weapons, and the ability to
deliver them in combat.

In January this year the United States 
called off talks at Geneva which were 
aimed at further exploring with the Soviet 
Union the possibility of extending the 1972 
Biological Warfare Covention to cover 
chemical weapons (Daily Telegraph,
10.1.80).

General Rogers made his appeal for 
more chemical weaponry in Europe, just as 
the ‘anthrax incident’ was featuring 
prominently in the western media. 
•One of the problems of getting
disarmament in chemical weapons is that 
even the most potent nerve gases, the 
organo-phosphorous compounds, are 
closely related to widely-available
‘commercial’ substances, such as the 
weedkiller 245T - which was used by the 
US as a defoliant in Vietnam, and is now 
the subject of widespread demands in this 
country that it should be banned. This and 
other details of the campaign against 
chemical and biological warfare are to be 
found in Elizabeth Sigmund’s recently 
published book Rage Against the Dying 
(Pluto Press, £1.95), which is 
recommended reading.
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