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  Letter dated 11 December 2020 from the Permanent Representative 

of the Russian Federation to the United Nations addressed to the 

Secretary-General 
 

 

 I have the honour to transmit herewith the Chair’s summary of the open Arria -

formula meeting of the Security Council on “Implementation of Security Council 

resolution 2118 (2013): Upholding the authority of the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons”, which was hosted by the Russian Federation and 

the People’s Republic of China on 28 September 2020 (see annex).  

 I should be grateful if you would circulate the present letter and its annex as a 

document of the General Assembly, under agenda item 103, and of the Security 

Council. 

 

 

(Signed) Vassily Nebenzia 

  

https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
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  Annex to the letter dated 11 December 2020 from the Permanent 

Representative of the Russian Federation to the United Nations 

addressed to the Secretary-General 
 

 

  Chair’s summary of the Arria-formula meeting of the 

Security Council on “Implementation of Security Council resolution 

2118 (2013): Upholding the authority of the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons” hosted by Russia and China on 

28 September 2020 
 

 

  Introduction 
 

 On 28 September 2020 the Russian Federation and the People’s Republic of 

China hosted an Arria-formula meeting on “Implementation of Security Council 

resolution 2118 (2013): Upholding the authority of the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons”. The event took place online by means of 

videoconference and was live-streamed on several platforms. The video recording can 

be accessed on the YouTube channel of the Russian Mission at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gCyPR4-HQ7s. 

 The debate was chaired by the Permanent Representative of the Russian 

Federation, Vassily Nebenzia, and the Deputy Permanent Representative of the 

People’s Republic of China, Geng Shuang, with all other Council members present, 

13 of them making statements. The meeting witnessed a remarkably high turnout of 

more than 100 participants, with 30 delegations to the United Nations actively 

engaged in the discussions.  

 The guest speakers were independent international experts with a keen interest 

in matters related to the Syrian chemical dossier: the participants were briefed by Ian 

Henderson, former leader of a fact-finding mission team of the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) participating in the investigation of the 

Douma incident; Aaron Maté, an independent journalist and contributor to The 

Grayzone and The Nation; and Theodore Postol, Professor Emeritus of Science, 

Technology and International Security at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  

 The hosts arranged the meeting with a view to facilitating an open, inclusive 

and objective exchange on the situation around the implementation of Council 

resolution 2118 (2013) and possible ways to enhance the chemical weapons 

non-proliferation regime and the authority of OPCW in the context of an array of 

revelations about malpractices by its Technical Secretariat. The primary objective was 

to engage, in an open setting, the wider United Nations membership and independent 

experts on issues related to the investigative methods and conclusions of OPCW, as 

well as measures to address administrative, infrastructural and policy flaws of the 

OPCW Technical Secretariat in handling the Syrian chemical dossier and thus uphold 

the authority of the Organisation and its ability to implement its mandate.  

 The meeting was also meant to further enhance the transparency of the Council ’s 

discussion of the file, which on the basis of a proposal of the Russian Federation in 

September was opened to the general public for the first time in two years. In the 

same vein, it sought to provide a wider international audience with a technical 

perspective from independent experts, including those with extensive experience on 

the ground. 

 A concept note with background information on the file was circulated 

beforehand. It recalled that, while in 2014 all the chemicals declared by Syria were 

removed from its territory and destroyed, Western countries went on to claim that the 

Syrian Government continued to use chemical weapons. However, the investigative 

https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gCyPR4-HQ7s
https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
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mechanisms (the fact-finding mission, the Joint Investigative Mechanism and the 

Investigation and Identification Team) failed to provide convincing evidence of that. 

Moreover, numerous concerns have been raised about their geographically 

unbalanced composition, flawed methodology and poor work ethics, as well as 

unsubstantiated conclusions, which put the impartiality and integri ty of their reports 

in question. From the very beginning, the Technical Secretariat reports have been 

loaded with scientific anomalies clearly evident to external observers. Those 

discrepancies have never been clarified by the Technical Secretariat. For ye ars, 

scandals around its malpractices have been piling up. They include the report on the 

Douma incident of 7 April 2018, when clear manipulations of its content were 

revealed. There are also questions with regard to the activity of the Declaration 

Assessment Team and its mistreatment of the evidence provided by the Syrian side. 

The calls on the Technical Secretariat principals to take measures to redress the 

situation have so far met with no response.  

 The above-mentioned developments around the Syria chemical file challenge 

the credibility of the OPCW Technical Secretariat as an independent body overseeing 

the implementation of the Chemical Weapons Convention.  

 

  Briefings 
 

 In his introductory remarks, Mr. Henderson, as a former OPCW inspection team 

leader with 12 years of service, shared his first-hand perspective on the findings of 

the fact-finding mission report on the Douma incident in April 2018. He referred to 

his statement at the previous Arria-formula meeting of 20 January 2020, reiterating 

that the findings did not reflect the actual situation. Mr. Henderson expressed concern 

that the investigation of the case was controlled and locked down and stressed that he 

stood ready to provide sufficient information for a transparent technical inquiry, 

should there be a demand for that.  

 The intervention by Mr. Maté followed up on the issues raised by 

Mr. Henderson. According to the briefer, OPCW is currently facing a serious scandal 

and its authority is compromised since it was manipulated to retroactively  justify the 

bombing of Syria by three Security Council members after the Douma incident. He 

also recalled that the OPCW leadership had retaliated against two veteran inspectors, 

including Ian Henderson, who had challenged the conclusions of the fact -finding 

mission report on the case. In his analysis, Mr. Maté restored in much detail the 

narrative around the rewriting of the original fact-finding mission report when it was 

later replaced with a version that sharply contrasted with the initial findings. He 

stressed that the original report did not conclude that a chemical attack occurred; 

instead, it presented a possibility of a non-chemical-related incident. However, 

according to the briefer’s account, those conclusions were overridden, since the 

Technical Secretariat was pressured by a number of States. As a result, the publicly 

released report claimed that there were “reasonable grounds” to believe that a 

chemical attack with use of chlorine occurred in Douma. In addition, Mr. Maté drew 

attention to the fact that the OPCW leadership not only ignored the request of the two 

inspectors directly involved in the investigation to investigate alleged scientific fraud, 

but also tried to portray them as incompetent and playing only a minor role.  

 Mr. Maté extended to the OPCW Director General an appeal to address those 

malpractices, meet with the entire Douma team and look into all the evidence on the 

incident, including that excluded from the final conclusions.  

 Mr. Postol in his intervention focused on the technical anomalies in the fact-

finding mission report on the incident in Khan Shaykhun of 4 April 2017. He claimed 

that all the major findings of the report were from a technical perspective disproved 
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by the evidence cited therein. The briefer illustrated his points with a detailed visual 

presentation.  

 As shown in his slides, no signs of the damage can be found on the satellite 

photos of the alleged bombing sites. The evidence of the goat allegedly poisoned at 

the time of the attack is disputed, since the footage shows visible tracks on the ground 

and the rope on the neck of the carcass, which allows it to be presumed that the goat 

was poisoned beforehand and later dragged into the area. The briefer’s analysis also 

shows that the crater allegedly left by an aerial bomb was rather an artillery crater 

produced by a rocket explosion on the pavement. He also questioned the presence of 

individuals with no anti-sarin protection in the crater immediately after the alleged 

attack in which the substance was used, which in real life would lead to their exposure 

and death.  

 In summing up, Mr. Postol concluded by saying that the report on Khan 

Shaykhun is by its character the same as the report on Douma.  

 

  Statements by Member States  
 

 China, as a co-host, in its introductory remarks underscored that it supports 

OPCW in fulfilling its mandate in accordance with the Chemical Weapons 

Convention and that all investigations should be conducted in an objective, fair, 

impartial and professional manner. With regard to the Syrian chemical dossier, the 

delegation of China called for more in-depth technical discussion in The Hague before 

any premature decision is taken. Addressing the imbalances in the OPCW decision -

making process, China noted that pushing for a vote while there is still significant 

divergence will only incite confrontation and undermine cooperation. China stressed 

that what really harms the authority of OPCW is neglecting different views. In its 

assessment, such an approach undermines the reputation, functioning and long-term 

development of the Organisation.  

 The United States, the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Belgium, Poland, 

Latvia, Estonia, Denmark on behalf of the Nordic and Baltic States (Estonia, Finland, 

Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway and Sweden), Italy, Canada on behalf of Australia 

and New Zealand, the Netherlands, Ireland, Turkey and Luxembourg expressed their 

wholehearted support for the activities of OPCW and emphasized that, in their view, 

the Organisation is fulfilling its duties in the service of the international community 

in a professional, objective and impartial manner. They underscored their full 

confidence in the expertise, impartiality and independence of the OPCW Technical 

Secretariat investigation teams and rejected any attempts to bring their reputation into 

dispute. 

 Some of the delegations called the meeting a disinformation exercise designed 

to attack the professional work of OPCW and divert attention from Syrian 

non-compliance with the chemical weapons non-proliferation regime, thus effectively 

refusing to engage in any meaningful exchange with the briefers.  

 Syria firmly rejected the claims of some delegations about its alleged use of 

chemical weapons. It described the accusations as a tool of pressure against Syria and 

called on the Member States to put an end to the manipulations in OPCW and to the 

politicization of the Syrian chemical dossier. As one of the examples of the current 

OPCW Technical Secretariat malpractices, the Syrian delegation also recalled the 

mistreatment of the sensitive samples that were collected in order to resolve the 

outstanding issues relating to the initial declaration of the Syrian Arab Republic.  

 South Africa, the Dominican Republic, Viet Nam, Indonesia, Tunisia, Brazil and 

Nigeria in their interventions reaffirmed their position of condemnation of the use of 

chemical weapons anywhere by anyone and under any circumstances and called for 
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the enhancement of cooperation and dialogue among the States parties. Some of those 

delegations emphasized that any investigation of a possible use of chemical weapons 

must be conducted in a most comprehensive, objective and impartial manner in order 

to provide irrefutable evidence, and regretted the excessive politicization of OPCW. 

It was also underscored by some Member States that it is imperative that the Sta tes 

parties continue to have confidence in the impartiality of OPCW as the only 

technically competent international authority in that field and that there should be no 

political interference in the work of OPCW. Indonesia also asked the briefers whether 

they had concrete proposals for OPCW to strengthen its verification regime.  

 Belarus, Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua and Iran reiterated their strong 

commitment to the chemical weapons non-proliferation regime while expressing 

profound concerns about the politicization of OPCW and calling for the preservation 

of the technical nature of the OPCW mandate. According to some of those 

delegations, OPCW is now going through a crisis of credibility. It was stated that 

OPCW is abused by certain countries with the objective of satisfying their narrow 

political ambitions and that its attribution mechanisms are weaponized to violate the 

sovereignty of Syria. The participants also stressed that a non-transparent and 

politically motivated approach to the implementation of the Chemical Weapons 

Convention is unacceptable. 

 

  Interactive discussion 
 

 All three briefers expressed surprise and profound regret about the reluctance 

of some participants to discuss scientific evidence that challenges the impartiality and 

credibility of the work of the Technical Secretariat.  

 Mr. Henderson pointed out that, when he discovered that the findings of the fact-

finding mission on the Douma incident were not supported by science or engineering, 

he provided a full briefing to the delegation of one of the Western States, at its 

invitation. Afterwards he was told that, though it is a very serious matter that “will go 

very high”, nothing can be done about it.  

 In response to a question on the way forward, Mr. Henderson outlined three 

issues that should be fixed in order to redress the current crisis in the OPCW Technical 

Secretariat. First, improve the chain of reporting of the OPCW missions deployed in 

Syria, which are currently de facto subjected through a single line of control of the 

Chief of Cabinet of the Director General to influential Western delegations, with the 

United States being a key player. Second, amend the working methods of the 

Technical Secretariat so as to avoid selective cherry-picking of excerpts from 

opinions provided by carefully selected anonymous experts. Third, make sure that all 

the conclusions are based on scientific evidence.  

 On the activities of the data assessment team, Mr. Henderson noted that many 

States had the same issues with their initial declarations as the Syrian Arab Republic; 

however, they had never amounted to the level of criticism Syria is faced with. He 

described the approach of the Technical Secretariat to the Syrian initial declaration as 

“Keep the file open” and “Keep pressure on”.  

 Addressing the allegation that the current discussion denigrates OPCW, 

Mr. Maté underscored that his mission is to defend OPCW from exploitation. He 

reiterated his appeal to the OPCW Director General to meet with the two inspectors 

involved in the investigation of the Douma incident. 

 Mr. Postol urged the delegations to get down to technical discussions and engage 

in scientific deliberations rather than politicizing the matter by reiterating national 

positions. 
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  Recommendations 
 

 Despite the divergent views expressed by the participants in their interventions, 

the following points were identified for further consideration: 

 (a) An open format for the discussion of the issues relating to the 

implementation of Security Council resolution 2118 (2013) and OPCW activities has 

proved its value and is much in demand among Member States. It is in the common 

interest to follow up on the deliberations in an open setting;  

 (b) Any discussion of these matters should be depoliticized, based on 

scientific evidence and inclusive. Independent experts provide a valuable contribution 

to a more objective and balanced picture. The wider audience should have 

uninterrupted access to such a factual narrative. Any attempts to “silence” 

“uncomfortable” opinions are unacceptable;  

 (c) There is a continued need for the consideration of OPCW-related matters 

by the Council to address serious flaws in the work of the Technical Secretariat that 

adversely affect cooperative efforts to implement resolution 2118 (2013). To that end, 

the active engagement of the OPCW authorities in an open and frank exchange with 

the Member States is needed.  

 

  Conclusions  
 

 The meeting proved the value of the engagement of independent experts in the 

discussions on the Syrian chemical dossier and the OPCW activities in this field. The 

audience had a chance to get first-hand scientific evidence from reputed independent 

sources. However, the issues concerning the Technical Secretariat malpractices will 

remain unresolved until the OPCW authorities come out with exhaustive 

clarifications. Further discussion of those issues in the Council in an open format will 

be helpful to overcome misunderstanding, restore trust and uphold the authority of 

OPCW.  

  

https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
https://undocs.org/en/S/RES/2118(2013)
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Enclosure 
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