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OPCW

OPCW is the implementing body for the Chemical
Weapons Convention. Our mission is to achieve a world
free of chemical weapons.

OPCW was established when the Chemical Weapons
Convention entered into force on 29 April 1997.

There are 193 OPCW Member States. These are
countries that have signed the Convention.
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Biotoxins and the Convention
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Any use of the toxic 
properties of chemicals 
as a method of warfare 
is prohibited

Scheduled biotoxins: 
saxitoxin and ricin



What are biotoxins?
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Toxic chemicals usually obtained 
from biological source materials

May be a single biotoxin or a family of 
biotoxins

Not infectious and cannot self-replicate

Toxicity may be similar to or exceed 
that of traditional nerve agents

May be grouped into low molecular 
weight and high molecular weight

Biotoxins



Saxitoxin
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Schedule
1.A.7



Saxitoxin
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Low molecular 
weight

No antidote Death in hours

Paralytic shell-
fish poisoning



Ricin
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Schedule
1.A.8



Ricin
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High 
molecular 
weight

No antidote Death in days

Stops protein 
synthesis



OPCW Laboratory

Verification: Provides scientific and technical support. 
            
            Operational Role: Supports inspections, provides training. 
            
            Global Network: > 30 designated labs worldwide, for environmental  

and biomedical sample analysis.

Capacity Building & Standards: Engages in training for States 
Parties,  integrates latest scientific developments, and holds ISO 
17025 & ISO 17043 accreditations.

OPCW OFFICIAL

9



OPCW Laboratory & Biotoxins Exercises
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2016-2022 
Exercises in 

Biotoxins analysis

2024 
First Trial OPCW 

Biotoxins PT 
Saxitoxin

2025 
Second Trial OPCW 
Biotoxins PT Ricin

Perspectives
✓ Technical 

✓ Non-Technical



Temporary Working Group on Analyis of Biotoxins

✓ Review the relevant 
science and technology

 

✓ Identify considerations to 
be taken into account in 
investigations of alleged 
use of biotoxins
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End of mandate report

SAB/REP/1/23, April 2023
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TWG recommendations

Grouped into six overarching categories:
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➢ Most relevant biotoxins to consider

➢ Forensic Considerations

➢ Laboratory analysis and best practices

➢ Reporting criteria and testing

➢ International cooperation and coordination



OPCW Laboratory & TWG recommendations

The OPCW should develop minimum specification requirements for performance 
criteria of immunological and activity assays for the analysis of HMW biotoxins. It is 
strongly recommended that this is conducted in partnership with the UNSGM 
laboratory network.

                 The OPCW should consider reviewing the reporting criteria for the analysis of HMW 
biotoxins together with representatives of OPCW Designated Laboratories and 
UNSGM-affiliated laboratories.
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OPCW Laboratory & TWG recommendations

The OPCW should work closely with the UN, along with any other interested 
organizations and laboratories from different sectors (e.g., food safety), to establish 
an informal network for biotoxin analysis to facilitate building international 
capabilities for forensic analysis of biotoxins. 

                 In its activities related to analysis of biotoxins, the OPCW should take fully into 
account that the technical requirements for analysis differ widely between LMW 
and HMW biotoxins.

                The OPCW should consider a proficiency test regime for biotoxin analysis that 
enables a laboratory to seek separate designation for the analysis of saxitoxin or of 
ricin.

OPCW OFFICIAL

15



Biotoxins - Trial Biotoxin Proficiency Tests
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• 1st Trial Biotoxin PT: Swedish Defence Research Agency 
(FOI) prepared samples with OPCW team at OPCW Centre 
for Chemistry and Technology
• Sample matrices: Apple Juice and Algal Media
• Spiked: Saxitoxin (200 ng/mL & 40 ng/mL)

• OPCW team evaluated results, together with with DSTL, UK

• 25 Member states participated (excl assisting lab;  one 
trial)
• 23 A, 1 B, 1 D, 1 F grade(s)

• 2nd Trial Biotoxin PT focused on ricin is ongoing
• 31 participating laboratories
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