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Chemists urge the State of Israel  
to ban chemical weapons

Israel, Egypt, Southern Sudan and North

Korea are the only countries of the 196 re-

cognised countries that have not signed

and ratified the Chemical Weapons Con-

vention (CWC) which provides for the elim-

ination and monitoring of chemical

weapons under the auspices of the Organi-

sation for the Prohibition of Chemical

Weapons. Israel has signed but not ratified

the CWC, Southern Sudan plans to sign.

The Israel Chemical Society is a member 

of EuCheMS. So EuCheMS President David

Cole-Hamilton has been supporting Ehud

Keinan, President of the Israel Chemical So-

ciety, in his attempts to remove these 

dreadful weapons from Israel. These at-

tempts have culminated in an open letter 

from Keinan to the Prime Minister of the 

State of Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu, urging 

him to sign the CWC. The letter ends with

the passionate plea: “The Israeli chemists

and chemical engineers, together with the

large community of chemists around the

world, are working together to remove the

curse of chemical weapons from the face of 

the earth. We prefer to use these materials

to fight cancer and pathogens, to purify 

drinking water, to produce energy-saving 

insulation materials and many other useful 

materials for the sake of humankind. We re-

quest that the government of Israel would 

independently ratify the CWC. Not only the 

chemists, but also all Israeli citizens would

rejoice at the ratification and applaud the 

Israeli government for keeping Israel in the 

sane part of the world.”

Cole-Hamilton says: “I applaud Ehud Kei-

nan’s brave action. Chemical weapons have 

no place in a civilised society. They do not

act as a deterrent and their effects are ap-

palling. We have a unique opportunity to rid 

the world of this scourge and we are so close 

to doing it. EuCheMS calls upon Prime Min-

ister Netanyahu to ratify the CWC as soon as 

possible and for Egypt, Southern Sudan and 

North Korea to follow this inspiring lead.” 

Together with a journalist, Keinan and

Cole-Hamilton published an article in The

Conversation drawing attention to the 

letter (https://theconversation.com/why-

ratifying-the-chemical-weapons-convention

-is-in-israels-best-interest-63889).

Chemical weapons in Syria: Letter to The Times and The Guardian

We are extremely concerned about the con-

tinuing use of chlorine as a chemical weapon

in Syria and the suffering it causes for an al-

ready traumatised people (see “Assad used

gas weapons, UN confirms”, The Times, 26 Au-

gust). Any use of chemical weapons, whatever

the toxic chemical used, is illegal under the

1997 Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC)

and international customary law. Some 192

countries have signed up to this convention 

including Syria.

As with many chemical weapons attacks

identifying the user is problematic because

the perpetrator has invariably fled the scene.

Collecting evidence in the middle of an ac-

tive theatre of war is even more complicated.

We therefore welcome the recent report of 

the UN investigation and the call by the

United States that President Assad be held

accountable by the Security Council. It must 

be emphasised by all signatories to the CWC 

that those using chlorine to injure and kill 

are committing a crime and will be held to 

account.

So, we call on the UK Government, the UN and 

the international community to be resolute in 

their commitment to investigating both the 

use and users of chemical weapons in Syria

and to prosecuting the perpetrators.

We also call on all practitioners of chemistry, 

be they in academe, industry or trading of ma-

terials, to point out that chemicals should be 

used to help mankind. Chlorine has many

legitimate and valuable roles but absolutely

not as a poison for human lungs.

Alastair Hay, Leeds University

Incoming Chair of the 

Chemical Weapons Advisory Group (CWAC)

50 years ago: discovery of 
PCBs in the environment

Environmental chemists struggle every day to 

discover new chemicals and unravel their fate 

in the environment and in humans by devel-

oping new methodologies and analytical 

techniques. Using state-of-the-art instrumen-

tation we can today identify and quantify 

thousands of chemicals in complex samples at 

very low levels.

In 1964, the young Danish scientist Sören 

Jensen was hired at the Department of Ana-

lytical Chemistry, Stockholm University,

Sweden to analyse levels of the pesticide 

DDT in the Swedish population. In his 

samples he found not only DDT and its 

degradation products but also a number of 

unknown peaks, a great motivator for any

analytical chemist. With skill, ambition, curi-

osity and lots of hard work, aided by the de-

velopment of mass spectrometry, Jensen dis-

covered polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in 

the environment in 1966. He found these

PCBs in his samples interfering with his DDT 

analysis, but also in hair from his children 

and wife and realised their widespread per-

sistence and transfer from mother to child 

via breast milk.

Within ten years of his discovery PCBs were 

regulated and banned in a large part of the 

world but they are still an issue of concern. 

The discovery was later followed by bromi-

nated flame retardants detected in fish

downstream from textile industries in 

Sweden and the widespread environmental 

contamination of fluorinated compounds 

and various pharmaceuticals.

Chemicals which are banned are replaced by 

industry-developed substances with similar 

properties that are hunted and scrutinized by 

smart environmental chemists – 50 years ago, 

today and tomorrow.

Patrik Andersson, patrik.andersson@umu.se

From Seville to Stockholm

The 2016 Nobel Prize for Chemistry goes to 

Jean-Pierre Sauvage, Sir J. Fraser Stoddart 

and Bernard L. Feringa for their work on 

molecular machines. Feringa was Thurs-

day‘s plenary speaker at ECC-6 in Seville 

(see page 1).




