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Topic 001: Weapons of Mass Destruction 
 

Introduction 

The term “Weapons of Mass Destruction” (WMD) does not have a universal 

meaning and, in fact, takes on a variety of different definitions when it comes to 

disarmament, security considerations, international policies and international conflicts. What 

remains consistent among the various definitions is that a WMD inflicts large-scale death 

and injury. Additionally, while these weapons have different design aspects, they all contain a 

psychological component beyond their physical, chemical, and biological makeup, which 

contributes to a fear factor beyond normal weapons of war.  There are multiple broad 1

categories of which WMD may fall within, but for the purposes of this discussion we will be 

using the traditional meaning of WMD, which includes nuclear, biological and chemical 

weapons (NBC). 

Nuclear weapons are the most serious of the three, with the potential to kill millions 

of people. The radiation they release brings about the possibilities of cancer and birth defects 

in exposed individuals. The next most deadly are biological weapons. They produce either 

disease or affect the body’s normal functioning. Most are composed of bacteria, viruses, 

fungi or toxins, which work to kill or incapacitate the host. Similarly, chemical weapons are 

generally substances that adversely affect the body’s natural functioning and are usually made 

from poisonous gases and liquids.  

1 Roland E. Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction: Radiological, Chemical, and Biological. (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Interscience, 
2004).  
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Nuclear Weapons 

 

History  

In late 1939, Albert Einstein, with the help of Leo Szilard, Eugene Wigner and 

Edward Teller, composed a letter to President Franklin Roosevelt explaining the concept of 

a new weapon called the atomic fission bomb.  This bomb, using U-235, one of uranium’s three 2

natural isotopes, could release extremely large amounts of energy in the form of light, 

radiation and heat. Urged by the fear of such a weapon being developed by Germany, the 

physicists and mathematicians advised Roosevelt to develop a nuclear research program. 

Two years and six billion dollars later, the first atomic bomb had been created.  

On August 6th 1945, an American B-29 bomber dropped Little Boy, a uranium 

gun-type atomic bomb, on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. It released the equivalent of 10 

000 tons of TNT and obliterated the city; 140 000 of its citizens died by year’s end and 200 

000 within five years.  Three days later, Fat Man, a plutonium implosion-type bomb, was 3

dropped on Nagasaki, killing 70 000 by year’s end and another 70 000 over the next five 

years.  In Japanese Emperor Hirohito’s World War II surrender on August 15th, he referred 4

to the weapon as a “new and most cruel bomb.”  5

At the end of the war, only the U.S. possessed nuclear weapons, but there was still 

fear of the potential consequences of a nuclear war should other nations gain the same 

power. On January 24, 1946, the United Nations adopted its first resolution regarding the 

use and development of nuclear weapons, establishing an Atomic Energy Commission and 

calling for the “elimination from national armaments of atomic weapons and all other major 

weapons adaptable to mass destruction.”  This resolution ultimately backfired as the 6

U.S.S.R., fearing world domination by the U.S., decided that they should also build an atomic 

bomb and tested it shortly afterwards in Kazakhstan. 

2 Ibid. 
3 David Fischer, History of the International Atomic Energy Agency: The First Forty Year, 1998. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
6 "Nuclear Disarmament Timeline," Nuclear Threat Initiative, 2001. http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/nuclear-disarmament-timeline/. 
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North of the U.S., the Atomic Energy of Canada Ltd. (AECL) was created to 

develop peaceful uses of nuclear energy and oversee the Zero Energy Experimental Pile 

(ZEEP), one of the earliest controlled nuclear fissions in a reactor, at Chalk River, Ontario.   7

The sale of plutonium that was produced and separated at this reactor enabled Britain to 

explode its first atomic bomb, following the Russians by just four years. Recognizing the 

dangers of more countries mastering nuclear technology, President Eisenhower of the 

United States addressed the General Assembly of the United Nations on facilitating peaceful 

uses of nuclear energy at the end of 1953.  These ideas developed into a charter of the 8

International Atomic Energy Agency, which 81 nations unanimously approved in 1956.  9

Meanwhile, General de Gaulle was busy accelerating the French nuclear program, detonating 

its first test bomb in the Sahara Desert in 1960.  In 1962, the Cuban Missile Crisis brought 10

the world to the brink of nuclear war. And to the East, the Chinese exploded their first 

atomic bomb in 1964 and, in 1967, their first thermonuclear bomb. The IAEA’s Statute was 

clearly inadequate.  11

Support for international, legally binding commitments grew and the Treaty for the 

Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) opened for signature in 1968. It was a landmark 

international treaty whose objective was to prevent the spread of nuclear weapons and 

further the goal of achieving nuclear disarmament.  The treaty addressed both states that 12

had already developed nuclear weapons – the Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) consisting of 

China, France, Russia, United Kingdom, the United States – and those who had not – the 

Non-Nuclear Weapon States. The NWS agreed to make progress on nuclear disarmament 

while non-states agreed that they would not build nuclear weapons. Free access to nuclear 

technology for all non-military uses was agreed to and encouraged. While 187 nations are 

signatory to this Treaty, a number of nations, notably India, Israel, and Pakistan, were not.   13

7 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
8 “Nuclear Disarmament Timeline,” http://www.nti.org/analysis/articles/nuclear-disarmament-timeline/. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
11 Ibid.  
12 "UNODA - Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)," UN News Center. 
http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Nuclear/NPT.shtml.  
13 Ibid.  
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India soon conducted its first atomic bomb detonation in 1974, describing it as a 

“peaceful nuclear explosion.”  Pakistan followed suit using a Canadian-made 150-watt 14

power reactor in order to match India’s developing capability.  Uncertainty cloaks Israel’s 15

nuclear arsenal, but despite refusals from the Israeli government to comment on the issue, it 

is suspected that they have a sizeable nuclear arsenal as well. 

 

 

 

In 1991, the Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START) between the Russian and 

American governments culminated with a comprehensive strategy to reduce both countries’ 

nuclear arsenals.  It was ratified multiple times over the years, most recently in 2010 under 16

the Barack Obama administration. The revised treaty saw that each side was limited to 1,550 

14 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction.  
15 Ibid.  
16 Lawrence D. Freedman, "Strategic Arms Reduction Talks (START),” Encyclopedia Britannica Online, 
http://www.britannica.com/event/Strategic-Arms-Reduction-Talks.  
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deployed strategic warheads on up to 800 strategic nuclear delivery vehicles, marking a 

success in non-proliferation treaties.  17

 

North Korea 

In 2003 North Korea announced its withdrawal from the NPT.  A few years later it 18

announced its first successful nuclear test. In 2009, IAEA Director General Mohamed El 

Baradei expressed that North Korea had become a “fully fledged nuclear power.”  In 19

September of 2015, North Korea threatened the United States with a nuclear attack, backing 

up its threat by announcing a successful hydrogen bomb test in January of 2016.  Seismic 20

data collected suggests the test had a 6-9 kiloton yield, which is not a consistent magnitude 

with the power usually generated by a hydrogen bomb leading the United States to dismiss 

the claim.  However, on February 7, 2016, North Korea announced its launch of a satellite 21

orbiting around the Earth. While the North Korean government claims it was for peaceful 

purposes, it has been criticized and condemned as a test for nuclear weapons delivery by 

many heads of government.  

In response, the United Nations Security Council approved tougher sanctions aimed 

at reducing the country’s ability to develop its nuclear weapons program. The North Korean 

leader, Kim Jong-un, called the Security Council resolution a “heinous provocation” and 

promised unspecified “strong and ruthless physical responses.”  As recently as March 2016, 22

a North Korean website quoted a nuclear scientist who revealed that the country had 

developed a nuclear hydrogen bomb capable of obliterating Manhattan. He was quoted 

saying “all its residents will die instantly and the whole city will turn into a pile of ashes.”23

17 Ibid.  
18 UNOD - Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT)." 
19 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction.  
20 Choe Sang-Hun.,"North Korea Threatens Nuclear Tests, Defying UN," New York Times, 2016. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/15/world/asia/north-korea-threatens-nuclear-test-defying-un.html?_r=0. 
21 Langford, Introduction to Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
22 Choe Sang-Hun, “North Korea Threatens Nuclear Tests.” 
23 Ibid.  
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Kim has urged his military to have its nuclear warheads deployed and ready to be fired at any 

moment.  24

 

Present Day 

 

 

 

Currently, the five Nuclear Weapon States retain the bulk of their forces, but have 

committed themselves to nuclear disarmament. India, Israel, and Pakistan are also known to 

possess nuclear weapons, but have not indicated any intention to use them.  While North 25

Korea poses the smallest threat in terms of nuclear arsenals, their unpredictability is 

dangerous. Should North Korea take any sort of nuclear action against another State, it is 

hard to predict what the effects could be, but the power of the combined stockpiles of all 

nine States is enough to destroy the Earth and humanity multiple times over.  

24 Choe Sang-Hun. "North Korea's Kim Jong-un Tells Military to Have Nuclear Weapons on Standby." New York Times, 2016. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/04/world/asia/north-koreas-kim-jong-un-tells-military-to-have-nuclear-warheads-on-standby.htm
l?action=click&contentCollection=Asia Pacific&module=RelatedCoverage®ion=EndOfArticle&pgtype=article. 
25 “Nuclear Weapons: Who Has What at a Glance,” https://www.armscontrol.org/factsheets/Nuclearweaponswhohaswhat.  
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Biological Weapons 

 

History 

The use of biological weapons dates back as far as 300-400 B.C., when Scythian 

archers infected their arrows by dipping them in decomposing bodies or in blood mixed 

with animal feces.  They have also been traced back to the Spartans, Hannibal and the 26

Carthaginian Army, and the Tartar army in the 14th Century.  It is believed that biological 27

weapons were the source of the many diseases throughout the centuries including the 

bubonic plague, the Black Death, and the California plague epidemic. These weapons made a 

re-appearance in the 20th Century when, during the First World War, Germany developed 

anthrax, glanders, cholera, and a wheat fungus specifically for use as weapons.  It is believed 28

that these pathogens and toxins were used to spread plague in St. Petersburg, Russia, infect 

mules with glanders in Mesopotamia, and attempt to infect horses of the French Cavalry.  29

This led to The Geneva Protocol of 1925, which was the first multilateral agreement that 

extended prohibition to biological agents.   30

However, during World War II, Japanese forces operated a secret biological warfare 

research facility in Manchuria and carried out human experiments on prisoners, exposing 

more than 3 000 victims to plague, anthrax, syphilis, and other agents in an attempt to 

develop and observe the impacts of their weapons.  They also extended their studies by 31

poisoning more than 1 000 water wells with cholera and typhus in Chinese villages while 

observing the results.  Other countries were soon inspired to develop their own biological 32

warfare programs. The United States stockpiled botulinum toxin and anthrax in the 1940s to 

prepare for retaliation if the German forces initiated any biological warfare. The British 

26 Chitra Lele, Weapons of Mass Destruction. 
27 Ibid.  
28 Hooker, Edmond, and William C. Shiel, "Biological Warfare: Get Facts on Examples and History," EMedicineHealth. 
http://www.emedicinehealth.com/biological_warfare/article_em.htm.  
29 Ibid.  
30 United Nations, Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare., 
Geneva, 1925.  
31 Hooker and Shiel, “Biological Warfare.” 
32 Friedrich Frischknecht, "The History of Biological Warfare," EMBO Reports, 2004. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1326439/.  
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tested anthrax bombs and stockpiled anthrax-laced cattle cakes for the same reason.  The 33

United States also began assessing the vulnerability of American cities to biological attacks 

and preparing defense systems.   34

 

Present Day 

A number of countries have continued offensive biological weapons research and 

use. Additionally, since the 1980s terrorist organizations have begun developing biological 

weapons. New intelligence suggests that the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) is actively 

attempting to produce both biological and chemical weapons.  While U.S. intelligence 35

officials say they don’t believe ISIS has the technological capability to produce these types of 

agents, the possibility provokes fear in the European Union and other countries.  Should 36

ISIS or any other extremist or militant groups obtain this capability, it would present a great 

danger to the West and the entire world. 

 

Chemical Weapons 

 

History 

Crude forms of chemical weapons have been employed in Ancient times, but the 

modern era of chemical weapons began when more than two dozen different chemical 

agents were used by both sides during the First World War.  These weapons consisted of 37

well-known commercial chemicals put into standard munitions such as grenades and artillery 

shells.  Nearly 100 000 deaths resulted and since World War I, chemical weapons have 38

caused more than one million casualties globally.  In response, the Geneva Protocol was 39

signed in 1925, prohibiting the use of chemical weapons in warfare. It did not, however, 

33 Ibid.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Sam Prince, "Does ISIS Have Chemical & Biological Weapons?" Heavy. November 19, 2015. 
http://heavy.com/news/2015/11/new 
isis-news-pictures-videos-biological-chemical-terrorism-warfare-capabilities-mustard-gas-nerve-agents-manufacturing-facilities-iraq-syri
a-scientists/.  
36 Ibid.  
37 Chitra Lele, Weapons of Mass Destruction.  
38 "UNODA - Chemical Weapons." UN News Center. http://www.un.org/disarmament/WMD/Chemical/. 
39 Ibid.  
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prohibit the development, production or stockpiling of chemical weapons, and many States 

that ratified reserved the right to use prohibited weapons in retaliation or against States that 

were not party to the Protocol.  40

By the 1970s and 80s, approximately twenty-five States were developing chemical 

weapons capabilities.  Fortunately, there have only been a few reported cases of biological 41

weapons being used, notably Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi air force’s chemical assault on the 

northern town of Halabja that killed 5 000 Iraqis in 1988.  In 2010, Iraq’s high court 42

classified the massacre as an act of genocide against the Kurdish people.  The most recent 43

uses of chemical weapons took place in August 2013 when rockets laced with sarin landed in 

the Ghouta suburbs of Damascus killing at least 300.  Following the attack, the United 44

States and Russia agreed upon a plan with Syria to remove and destroy its chemical weapons 

by mid-2014. According to a statement released by the Organisation for the Prohibition of 45

Chemical Weapons in January 2016, all of the chemical weapons declared by the Syrian 

regime have since been destroyed, marking a significant progress in the region.  46

 

Present Day 

In November 2015, the French Prime Minister Manuel Valls warned of the 

possibility of a chemical or biological attack by ISIS or its associates on Europe following 

the Paris terror attacks.  The threat has been downplayed by little evidence that extremist 47

groups are even close to being capable of carrying out such an attack, but the director of US 

National Intelligence has warned that ISIS is looking to acquire such agents for an attack on 

40 Ibid.  
41 Mitch Potter, "Chemical Weapons: A Timeline." The Toronto Star, 2015. 
http://www.thestar.com/news/world/2015/04/25/chemical-weapons-a-timeline.html.  
42 Ibid.  
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid.  
45 Joshua Berlinger, "Syria's Chemical Weapons Destroyed, Monitoring Group Says." CNN, 2016. 
http://www.cnn.com/2016/01/05/middleeast/syria-chemical-weapons/.  
46 Ibid.  
47 Patrick, Wintour, "US Intelligence Head Warns of ISIS Chemical Attack Capability." The Guardian, 2016. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/feb/12/us-intelligence-head-warns-of-isis-chemical-capability.  
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America.  The devastating effects that would ensue should extremists groups obtain these 48

weapons are undeniable.  

 

Pertinent Questions 

● What were the shortcomings of past treaties and how can these be prevented in 

future resolutions? 

● How can the United Nations address the nuclear threats from North Korea without 

escalating the situation any further? 

● How can the United Nations ensure that no WMD end up in the hands of terrorist 

or extremist groups? 
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