Published in The Lancet 2000; Vol 356 p2104.

December 16
Reducing the biological weapons threat

Preparing to copewith biological terrorismand
warfareinthe USA seemsalaudable, if Herculean task. 1
Thelife-sciencesrevolution hasincreased the ability to
manipulate biological agents, and theraw materialsneeded
arecomparatively inexpensiveand available. 2Butis
planning to respond to bioterrorism aform of prevention?|
think not.

Aswel| astheincreased ease of manipulating
pathogensfor military purposes, what might be some of
theunderlying causesfor engaging in suchresearch?l
suggest that animportant factor istheinequality inglobal
power which exists between nations. The persistent
perceived dighting of theworld' s second most populous
nation, India, has been attributed asafactor in that
country’snuclear weapons programme. 3The
development of weapons of massdestruction (WMD)
may, therefore, beviewed asacomparatively inexpensive
way of purchasing international influence and respect. At
the sametime, the devel opment of such weaponsmay
provevery dangerous, especially, asseemslikely, if
undertaken by apopulation who feel sresentful or
excluded.

Therearetwo waysinwhich powerful nationsmay
respond to such threats: by attempting to maintain or even
increasethisinequality, or by defusingit. Neither pathis
risk free. However, inthe period following WWII there
seemed to be greater public acceptance that the second

path would pay agreater dividend, by leadingto asafer

world. Thisview then becamelost inthe Cold War and the
subsequent return of faithinthefree market. 4

Increasing thegloba information flow may
eventually reduceinequalities, © but at the sametimemay
enhancetherisk of terrorism by facilitating the
dissemination of techniques used to manufacture WMD.
International security cannot beleft tothe market;
dedliberate policiesdesigned to giverea hopetothe

world's poor and excluded popul ations are al so needed.
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