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Teacher briefing on chemical weapons

Background information
When were chemical weapons first banned?

Before WWI, The 1899 “Hague Declaration concerning Asphyxiating Gases” outlawed the use of projectiles which spread poisonous gases. But it was essentially ignored by all sides in WWI.  
After WWI, the Geneva Protocol of 1925 reaffirmed that the use of both chemical and biological weapons was against international law. However, states were still allowed to make and keep them. As you can imagine, this meant that leaders might still be tempted to use them – especially if they thought the enemy had used them first. 

The law against using chemical weapons was largely upheld during WWII. However, they were used in other conflicts, like the Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s. Also, many countries continued to manufacture and store them up until the 1990s. 

In 1993, 165 states came together to sign the Chemical Weapons Convention, which banned using, making or transporting chemical weapons or chemicals which could easily be turned into chemical weapons. Today, 192 countries (nearly all) are now parties to this convention. 

The Chemical Weapons Convention also created an independent international organisation (The Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons), which monitors states to make sure they are not making or stockpiling chemical weapons. They also investigate instances where there might have been a chemical attack, to find out what happened. 

Chemical weapons as a war crime

It is a war crime under the Rome Statute to use poisonous gases or liquids (this is a catch-all term for biological, radiological or chemical substances) as a weapon. Those who do use poisonous weapons may one day be held accountable, either in their own national court systems or at an international criminal tribunal, like the International Criminal Court in the Netherlands.

What are the types of chemical weapons?

Blister agents: cause painful blisters to appear on exposed skin and in the mouth and respiratory system which make it difficult to breathe. They also cause chemical burns in the eyes which can lead to blindness. 

Nerve agents: disrupt the nervous system’s ability to control muscles and other organs. They cause painful cramps which make it difficult for the victim to breathe.

Blood agents: interfere with red blood cells’ ability to transfer oxygen to other cells in the body. This causes victims to feel like they are suffocating and eventually causes organ failure. 

Choking agents: cause a build-up of fluid in the lungs which make it difficult to breathe.  

Both choking and nerve agents have been used in Syria.

Challenging questions
If asked, here are a few answers to potentially challenging questions:

Why are non-lethal gases, such as teargas, not allowed to be used in war if the police can use them in peacetime? 

At first, it sounds odd that non-lethal gases, which police use to control crowds, could not be used against enemy forces in armed conflict. After all, it seems to be more humane than using lethal weapons.  

The problem is that it is difficult for soldiers in the field to tell if they are choking because they have been hit with teargas or if they are choking because they have been hit with something worse. If they report they have been hit with gas of any kind, their headquarters may believe that the enemy has used more dangerous chemical weapons. This makes it more likely that they will want to retaliate with chemical weapons. 

Often, compliance with international humanitarian law breaks down when one side believes that the other side violated an agreement first. By banning the use of riot-control agents, like teargas, it makes it less likely that one side will believe they have been hit with a lethal agent, and therefore less likely to break the law by retaliating with a lethal one.  

Who used these weapons in Syria?

We aren’t 100% sure yet. It may take a while to find out.

Was it right for the US, the UK and France to strike Syrian military sites in response to the chemical weapon use?

History will tell whether this was an appropriate response. (It is not a good idea to entertain speculation about this. If possible, try to steer the conversation back to the humanitarian impact of chemical weapons and the experience of the victims of chemical weapons use.)   

If chemical weapons are so bad, why does the UK still have nuclear weapons (which can cause similar suffering)?

The short answer is that, for the most part, countries have faith in the international systems which hold them to their commitments to not produce, store, transfer or use chemical weapons. 

Technically, there was a treaty signed in 2017 which “banned” nuclear weapons. However, the states which possess nuclear weapons (like the UK) are not yet comfortable with giving up their weapons because they do not have enough faith that other nuclear-weapons states will do the same. None of the states which possess nuclear weapons signed on to last year’s “ban treaty”. 

Ultimately, that is why it is important to have an agency that everybody trusts, like the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, to verify that everyone is in compliance with their obligations. When it comes to nuclear weapons, no system has yet been proposed that has the same level of trust. 



Other resources

If you would like to explore the topic of international humanitarian law further, please visit the following resources: 

Rules of war
Justice and fairness
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