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ACTUALITY IN THE HAGUE 

 

URRY: Tonight we’re in The Hague at the headquarters of the 

Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons. The OPCW is overseeing the operation 

to destroy Syria’s stockpile of gases and nerve agents.  But how much do we really know about 

the supply routes through which the Assad regime acquired the basic ingredients for its 

arsenal?  And we ask if the British Government, which prides itself on stringent export 

controls, has done all it can to prevent Damascus from illicit procurement of precursor 

materials.  

 

MCKECHIN: It’s a stain on our country’s reputation if we cannot show 

that we have in place a system of scrutiny to ensure as far as humanly possible that we are not 

going to be exporting products which will cause such devastating harm.  Countless tons of 

chemicals are legitimately traded around the world every day.  They’re vital for modern life.  

So what chance do the authorities have of stopping their diversion to rogue states, terrorists, 

and bomb makers? 
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FADDIS: Essentially every terrorist group on the planet is well 

aware of chemical weapons and fascinated with the idea of somehow trying to acquire them 

and utilise them.  You know, you want to kill people and you want to kill people – as sick as it 

sounds – in the most gruesome, horrifying way you can think of. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY - BEEPING NOISE 

 

JACOBS: This is our handheld detector when we go into the field 

and where we can distinguish which type of chemical agent it is – like mustard and the nerve 

gases. 

 

URRY: If you are in the business of investigating dangerous 

chemicals you need safety equipment like this. 

And over here you’ve got the sorts of outfits really that you have to wear.   

 

JACOBS: Yes, yes. 

 

URRY: You can’t just take your handheld device, you’ve got to 

be protected. 

 

JACOBS: They’re called a PCL8. 

 

URRY: It’s a high visibility … 

 

JACOBS: High, yes, completely covered, there’s no air coming in 

… 

 

URRY: At a warehouse in The Hague, Jos Jacobs of the 

Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons kits out staff who carry out inspections 

in the field. 
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ACTUALITY WITH KIT 

 

JACOBS: You see the man or woman inside. 

 

URRY: With a whole life support system inside. 

 

JACOBS: With a whole life support system, yes.  You’ve got this 

backpack like a diver and then you get this mask on. 

 

URRY: It’s one step short of a spacesuit really, isn’t it? 

 

JACOBS: Yes, spacesuit, yes. 

 

URRY: It’s the sort of equipment OPCW inspectors took with 

them to Syria when assessing and neutralising the Assad regime’s stockpile. And that’s 

something Malik Ellahi, advisor to the Director General, is proud of. 

  

ELLAHI: The major achievement is that Syria no longer has the 

capacity to produce chemical weapons.  All the production, mixing, filling stations and 

facilities have been destroyed.  The capability to produce chemical weapons in Syria no longer 

exists and that’s a major achievement.  

 

URRY: There’s also the destruction of more than a thousand tons 

of compounds that could have been used as the building blocks for agents like mustard gas, 

Sarin and VX. These are known as precursors.  That’s proved more problematic with nations 

refusing to get rid of them inside their own jurisdictions.  So another plan had to be drawn up. 

 

ELLAHI: The decision has been taken to actually remove the 

chemicals from the territory of Syria to some place outside for destruction, which means that 

all these chemicals will have to be collected and shipped out of Syria.  Now again, in the 

middle of a rather precarious security situation, that poses additional challenges. 

 

URRY: The plan is to destroy the most toxic substances at sea on 

a ship kitted out with special equipment, but there’ve been delays getting the consignment to 

the designated port in Syria, despite the strict timetable which had been agreed.  Even though 
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URRY cont: the weapons are being destroyed, other politically 

sensitive questions remain. Who made the lethal poison Sarin, which has killed hundreds of 

men, women and children during the conflict?  The Assad Government and opposition rebels 

have accused each other of using chemical weapons and both have denied it.  Laboratory tests 

have confirmed Sarin was involved.   

 

ACTUALITY IN LAB  

 

URRY: So where does this take us into then? 

 

GREGG: Well now we’re going into the … of the laboratory [door 

slams].  This is the laboratory when the samples the UN team collected in Syria, they brought 

here. 

 

URRY: Following the chemical attack last August in Ghouta, a 

suburb on the outskirts of Damascus, UN inspectors brought back samples to be analysed.  

Hugh Gregg is in charge of the laboratories, on the first floor of a small discreet building on an 

industrial estate in the suburbs of The Hague.   

 

GREGG: There is a syringe in here that picks up a small amount of 

that sample, then injects it into this gas chromatograph.  Basically the smaller, lighter 

chemicals – things like Sarin – will come out earlier, and larger chemicals – things like VX, 

which is a heavier nerve agent – would come out much later. 

 

URRY: So you can tell it’s Sarin.  Can you also tell who made 

it?  Does it have an individual fingerprint? 

 

GREGG: In a mixture of things such as we found in Syria, some of 

the trace impurities that are there could be indicative of who produced it if we had a reference 

material that we could then compare it to. 

 

URRY: Syria’s declared all its precursor chemicals, so OPCW 

has access to those chemicals now, don’t they? 
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GREGG: Our inspectors have access to them.  Whether there’s a 

legal agreement or not for taking a sample and shipping it to a designated lab or to our 

laboratory is now a political question, not a technical one. 

 

URRY: Technically, you could narrow this down if you had the 

mandate to do so? 

 

GREGG: We have the technical capability to do that, that’s 

correct. 

 

URRY: The OPCW, which last month was awarded the Nobel 

Peace Prize, is one half of a joint mission with the United Nations, which has been 

investigating the chemical attacks in Syria. The UN Secretary General, Ban Ki Moon, has 

described the use of these weapons as a grave violation of international law. But the latest joint 

mission report merely confirms that they were used.  For now, the OPCW’s spokesman, Malik 

Ellahi, is avoiding the question of who did it. 

Many people point to the regime as having used those weapons. 

 

ELLAHI: Well, as you know there was an investigation and it 

actually proved that chemical weapons were used in Syria. There was no attribution as such, 

but I mean chemical weapons anywhere in the world is a serious problem for anyone. 

 

URRY: Have Syrian rebels used chemical weapons? 

 

ELLAHI: We have absolutely no idea of verifying that. 

 

URRY: That is troubling, isn’t it?  The fact that you can’t verify 

who has done this? 

 

ELLAHI: It is troubling, but at the same time I think the solution 

was to get rid of chemical weapons from Syria and that’s what the international community 

agreed on eventually.   

 

URRY: But there’s a question of accountability, clearly, in this, 

isn’t there? 
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ELLAHI: I agree.  I mean, if we want to do a very exhaustive audit 

and come to very definitive solutions probably that’s what it should be, but I think in real life 

we sometimes just have to settle for the best that can be done under any given circumstances 

and I think that’s what’s happening. 

 

URRY: So what about where the regime got the ingredients for 

their warfare agents from?  That’s another key question, according to Paul Schulte, a research 

fellow at Kings College, who was a member of two UN commissions on Iraqi disarmament. 

 

SCHULTE: The Syrian chemical declaration is confidential, so it’s 

known only to people inside the closed doors of the OPCW in The Hague, but I think that that 

is perhaps regrettable.  It would be better if the world were allowed to know.  Without knowing 

where they got and what they got over time, the archaeology of the program, it’s going to be 

difficult or impossible to know whether all of it’s been eliminated.  We do know that in Iraq’s 

case there was immense resistance to revealing what they bought from Russia, the assistance 

they had from other countries, and I think this is going to be a problem which we can see 

facing us in Syria.  How prepared will the Syrians be to talk about their past programme?  

They’ve got form on this.  They are perhaps the world’s foremost exponents of state privacy. 

 

URRY: It’s not just Syria which wants this kept private. When 

pressed, Malik Ellahi from the OPCW wouldn’t say how the regime armed itself either. 

 

ELLAHI: So far we have not gone into looking at those kinds of 

details and in any case I think as a state party to the Chemical Weapons Convention, Syria is 

entitled to confidentiality of this information.  I mean, it is known to states’ parties but it can’t 

be shared in public. 

 

URRY: People want to know how they acquired the basic 

materials for this. 

 

ELLAHI: Well, I can’t say much about that.  I think eventually, if 

there is a wish to explore those parts, I think there’s enough data which states’ parties have, but 

it’s again something which individual states’ parties have to do on their own. 
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URRY: While the OPCW refuses to give details, research 

information elsewhere suggests that historically Syria got help from a rogue Russian general 

setting up its programme, and concerns about state-to-state assistance have focused on Iran.  

But, according to Daniel Salisbury, who works on a UK Government-funded project aimed at 

deterring proliferation, the Syrians were trying to buy commercial products, including some 

from Europe. 

 

SALISBURY: Syria seems to have been going to countries across 

Europe and just more generally around the world looking both for precursor chemicals and 

manufacturing equipment.  I’ve seen concerns expressed about attempts to acquire chemicals 

from South Korea, Italy, Greece and China.  Syria is basically using or exploiting the 

legitimately used infrastructure of international trade.  They use front companies and also 

multiple trans-shipments via third states or ports around the world, and this just adds a layer of 

complexity to transactions and it makes it very difficult for authorities to follow these kind of 

shipments. 

 

URRY: Soon after the chemical attacks happened, it was 

reported that British companies had exported compounds to Syria which were so-called dual 

use.  They have industrial and commercial applications, but can be part of the process to make 

nerve agents.  

 

MCKECHIN: I think there’s lots of questions about why, in the midst 

of this horrendous conflict, to just use normal procedures for the grant of a licence, which for a 

chemical which potentially had dual use. 

 

URRY: Ann McKechin, the Labour MP for Glasgow North, is a 

member of the Arms Export Control Committee, a scrutiny body.  She points to a case which 

has concerned the committee for months.  In January 2012, with the Syrian conflict already 

well underway, two licences were granted by the UK authorities for suppliers based here to 

export to a company in Damascus a thousand kilograms of sodium fluoride and the same 

amount of potassium fluoride. The chemicals are listed as dual use and were said to be needed 

for finishing aluminium profiles for showers and windows. But they can also play a role in the 

manufacture of Sarin.   
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MCKECHIN: We knew that the Syrians had a large and a live stock of 

chemical weapons, that they were not then signatories for the Chemical Weapons Treaty, and 

at that point had no indication that they were likely to sign the Treaty.  So there’s lots of 

questions as to why the Government thought business’s normal rules should apply, especially 

when the European Union itself imposed sanctions which banned any type of these products 

being exported only just months after the licences were granted.  And we were surprised that 

the Government were not aware of the possible impact of sanctions being imposed by the 

European Union at the time when they then had granted the licence to these exporters. 

 

URRY: What sort of checks were done then? 

 

MCKECHIN: As far as we are led to understand, this application was 

processed just as any application would be to any other part of the world.  No special 

requirements were placed upon it. 

 

URRY: For the Government, Business Secretary Vince Cable 

even wrote to the committee to explain that: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Each application was reviewed by advisers in the 

Ministry of Defence, including Defence Intelligence and Porton Down, in the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office, including the Regional Desk and Post, the Sanctions Team, and in the 

Chemical Weapons Convention UK National Authority.  No concerns about end use were 

identified by any of these reviews.  

 

URRY: In the letter, Mr Cable says he’s reviewed the 

information on which the decisions to grant licences were based, and is satisfied it was the 

correct decision.  This is despite the fact that the end user, Awad Ammora Co and Partners in 

Damascus, had previously come under suspicion of the Americans for discussing a deal to 

provide military equipment to Saddam Hussein in Iraq during a time of international embargo.  

 

DUELFER: It’s a company with a track record and it’s not a good 

track record.  I would have thought that there’d be some sort of a red flag would have come up 

on that. 
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URRY: Charles Duelfer spent more than 25 years in the national 

security agencies of America. He was the top CIA officer directing the investigation of Saddam 

Hussein’s regime and its programme of weapons of mass destruction. He led the Iraq Survey 

Group, which investigated the scope of that programme.  And during that time he uncovered 

evidence which showed Awad Ammora were in negotiations to provide aluminium tubing for 

the Iraqis. US intelligence was concerned it could have been for an illicit nuclear weapons 

programme. 

 

DUELFER: When the Iraq Survey Group investigated this after the 

invasion took place, we found that there were inquiries made by the Iraqis to a Syrian 

company, Awad Ammora, to see if they would produce these types of tubes.  As it turned out, 

the tubes were for artillery rockets, not for nuclear programme.  The company was willing to 

engage in a dialogue with Iraq that would have led to a transaction that would have broke the 

sanctions. 

 

URRY: The deal wasn’t concluded.  Iraq was invaded by 

coalition forces shortly afterwards.  Mr Duelfer also found information which suggested Awad 

Ammora was involved in channelling funds to a terrorist group in Palestine, through diversion 

of money from the UN Oil for Food programme.  In 2004, he gave evidence about these 

matters in open session to a US Senate inquiry.  There was some media reporting of the matter 

too. So it’s even more surprising that licences were granted.   We wanted to interview Business 

Secretary Vince Cable about these details, but he refused to take part in the programme.  

Instead, in a statement a Government spokesman told us: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: We have no information confirming alleged links 

between Awad Ammora and terrorist organisations or the Saddam regime. There was no reason 

under the stringent internationally recognised criteria to refuse these applications.  The 

proposed exports were for legitimate commercial purposes and there was no evidence then - or 

that the Government is aware of now – that the end user has any links to any chemical weapons 

programme. 

 

URRY: But despite the British Government’s willingness to 

allow the chemicals to be exported to Damascus, in the end they were never sent. Brussels 

stepped in with a new range of EU sanctions against Syria, so the consignments couldn’t go. 
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URRY cont: The Arms Export Control Committee’s Ann McKechin 

says the case raises serious questions about the rigour and judgment of the UK’s system. 

 

MCKECHIN: I think the concern is the nature of the allegations that 

have been made about this company.  The relationship in the Oil for Food programme and the 

allegations which were made that they had diverted funds to terrorist groups clearly is a subject 

of concern as to why the Government considered that during this conflict that’s now ongoing 

within Syria, that it would be proper for export of any kind of goods to be sent to a company of 

this nature.  I would have thought that if there had been serious allegations made, that unless 

there was very clear evidence to show that these allegations were entirely false - and none has 

been produced - then no exports at all should have been sent to the company during a time 

when there was serious conflict within Syria’s own borders.   

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

URRY: File on 4 discovered that Awad Ammora has a sister 

company listed in the UK, at an address in London. We contacted them there, but we didn’t get 

any response to our questions about the Iraq Survey Group findings.  The holding company 

associated with them was dissolved during the time we’ve been making this programme.  And 

we didn’t hear back from their main office in Damascus, either.   

Although Syria’s been the focus for concern, others have been trying to arm themselves 

elsewhere in the world. Terrorists are also after chemical weapons. 

 

FADDIS: You can’t seize a computer in a terrorist safe house and 

not find very, very large quantities of information talking about all of these kinds of weapons 

of mass destruction. 

 

URRY: Charles Faddis was formerly in charge of the CIA’s 

efforts to stop terror groups getting WMDs. 

 

FADDIS: Not just the chemistry that is shared amongst these 

groups, but literally designs for specific devices and ideas about how to employ them, and all 

of this kind of thing.  Any time we start talking about weapons of mass destruction, even 

chemical weapons, people have this view that this is somehow very exotic and there’s maybe 

three guys with giant brains somewhere in the world who can figure out how to do this and, my 
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FADDIS cont: God, you must need some sort of state of the art, cutting 

edge facility.  This is all nonsense.  You know, mustard gas is very deadly.  This old, old, old 

science and you can do it anywhere with very rudimentary facilities. 

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 

 

REPORTER: Hooded, handcuffed and lined up for the cameras, these 

men, accused of being members of Al-Qaeda.  Standing nearby, two Iraqi soldiers.  In their 

hands, what’s claimed to be chemical weapons.  

  

URRY: Recently, the Iraqi authorities say they uncovered an Al-

Qaeda plot to use chemical weapons, as well as to smuggle them to Europe and North America. 

The BBC’s Rami Ruhayem was monitoring the announcement by Mohammad al Askari, the 

spokesman for the Iraqi Ministry of Defence. 

 

RUHAYEM: This footage of four hooded men was shown on Iraqi 

television in addition to a lot of lab equipment and two bottles full of liquid, which was said to 

be some kind of chemical agent.  The lab equipment was said to have been also used in the 

manufacture of mustard gas and Sarin gas, all of this, of course, according to the announcement 

by the spokesperson, Mohammad al Askari and the official Iraqi television.  We also saw 

helicopters, toy helicopters which were supposed to be the delivery method which the group 

wanted to use inside Iraq.  We were also told that there were plans to smuggle these chemical 

weapons, these nerve agents outside Iraq for use in Europe and, he added, the Iraqi authorities 

were in touch with intelligence services in these countries.  He didn’t specify which countries, 

but presumably he’s talking about European countries, in order to co-ordinate efforts to foil any 

such plots. 

  

URRY: What was said doesn’t surprise Charles Faddis. During 

2006 and into the following year there were a series of chemical attacks on coalition forces and 

Iraqi security services by insurgents. Mr Faddis directed CIA operations against them.  

 

FADDIS: This kind of thing is constantly ongoing.  I took the first 

team into Iraq in the summer of actually 2002 and the very first thing we did actually didn’t 

have much of anything to do with the impending invasion.  It had to do with the fact that there 

was, in an area of Northern Iraq that was not under Saddam’s control, an Islamic group 
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FADDIS cont: affiliated with Al-Qaeda that was effectively running a 

chemical weapons production facility.  Those guys were making cyanide-based weapons, were 

bringing it in by truckload, that they were buying because it’s available in giant drums, it’s 

used in metallurgy and a variety of other purposes. 

 

URRY: And that’s a big problem. Annual sales of chemicals 

around the world are worth many hundreds of billions of pounds. Vast quantities are traded 

around the globe every day. There’s no shortage of raw materials. So what is being done to 

stop terrorists and states from getting hold of those they can make weapons with? At the 

international level, the main controls come from the Chemical Weapons Convention. All but 

six countries are signatories.  This allows the OPCW to carry out inspections, according to 

Malik Ellahi.  

 

ELLAHI: Under the Convention, those who had chemical weapons 

had to destroy them.  The chemical industry, the relevant parts of the chemical industry are 

subjected to regular routine verification measures.  Trade and chemicals of the most relevant 

sorts is regularly monitored, so I think step by step there has been a very positive gradual 

evolution towards creating multilateral commonly agreed standards and, as the work of the 

OPCW shows, it works. 

 

URRY: But not everybody agrees. Industry itself is critical of the 

limitations of the OPCW’s inspection process. Neil Harvey, who speaks for the UK’s Chemical 

Industries Association, says the more you produce, the less inspection you get. 

 

HARVEY: There are certain countries in the west that seem to get 

more inspections than countries elsewhere.  There is a growing, rapidly growing chemical 

industry in the likes of India and China, and they are caught by some old rules about how many  

inspections there should be in any one country. These countries have a significantly large 

chemical industry which is significantly less monitored than ours. 

 

URRY: So how many more inspections do you think China and 

India should be getting then? 
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HARVEY: Well, I think it should be proportionate to the level and 

size of their industry in the global market.  If both of them combined represent half the global 

market of production capability, then they should get half the inspections. 

 

URRY: How many inspections do they actually get per year? 

 

HARVEY: No more than thirty.  In percentage terms, less than 5% 

of their qualifying sites.  The strength of the whole global system is that everyone applies the 

laws and the regulations equally, and if it’s not even and then it opens up the opportunity for 

abuse, or more abuse, so obviously those that are less regulated and less inspected are more 

likely to be able to get around the system. 

 

URRY: And neither China nor India is part of the Australia 

Group. That’s an informal collective of 42 countries, including the UK, which have agreed to 

harmonise their export controls and share information to try to ensure chemicals don’t get 

turned into weapons. But according to Daniel Salisbury, who works on a UK-funded anti 

proliferation project, it’s sometimes hard for the authorities to know what they’re looking for. 

 

SALISBURY: The dual use challenge, I think, is very key here.  A lot 

of the precursors and precursors to the precursors are chemicals that have very legitimate civil 

uses.  There are big dilemmas here facing the export controllers at national level, and also 

companies when deciding whether to supply or not.  You’ve got to make a call as to whether 

the goods could end up in a WMD programme, and there are a few trade-offs to be squared 

there. 

 

URRY: The scale of that challenge can be seen in the fight to 

stop chemicals which can be turned into explosives getting into the hands of bomb makers.   

 

ACTUALITY WITH DOG 

 

CLEMENT: Max, come on!  Max, what’s this? 

 

URRY: This is your bulldog, is it? 
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CLEMENT: Yes. 

 

URRY: Why bulldogs? 

 

CLEMENT: Big symbol for Britain, aren’t they, and I’m extremely 

patriotic, so it was kind of a dream, I suppose, to get one eventually, once I’d left the army and 

had more time to be able to spend with them. 

 

URRY: Rick Clement was an infantry sergeant serving with the 

1
st
 Battalion, the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment in Afghanistan.  In May 2010, during a routine 

patrol in Helmand province, he stepped on an Improvised Explosive Device, or IED. 

 

CLEMENT: Two guys were in front of me.  They had the detector at 

the front, and then one cover man behind him, and then myself, and I basically just stepped on 

a pressure plate IED. 

 

URRY: Did you know what you’d done? 

 

CLEMENT: No, initially there was a lot of smoke, dust.  I was just 

very disorientated and it wasn’t until I heard them kind of coming towards to treat me that I 

knew that it was me.  Afterwards I found out that I was inside a crater about four foot deep and 

six foot wide, so it was quite a large explosion.  After a few minutes I asked one of the guys 

that was a good friend of mine to tell me if my legs had gone, but I think I already knew at that 

point, and that’s why I was asking. 

 

URRY: And what did he tell you then? 

 

CLEMENT: He told me the truth, that it was bad and that the legs 

were extremely damaged and obviously I’d lost both of them. 

 

URRY: The landmine wasn’t picked up by detection equipment.   

Many IEDs are fashioned from home-made ingredients like agricultural fertiliser. 

You had somebody in front of you with a metal detector to sweep for mines, but that doesn’t 

seem to have picked it up. 
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CLEMENT: No, what they do do is they use low metal content and 

no metal content IEDs as well now, and the only way that you’d be able to pick them up is if 

you picked up the battery pack, but that can be put quite a way to the side and out of the route 

that you’re on, so there’s no guarantees that you’re going to pick that up. 

 

URRY: And this is why they use fertiliser as bombs, isn’t it, 

because it has very low metal content? 

 

CLEMENT: Yes, that’s exactly it.  It was obviously a key reason why 

it didn’t detect it on this occasion and many other occasions. 

 

URRY: Afghanistan banned the use of widely available calcium 

ammonium nitrate fertiliser in 2009 in an effort to cut down on IED attacks.  But according to 

Chris Hunter, a former British army bomb disposal expert and intelligence officer, it’s still 

being smuggled in from neighbouring countries. 

 

HUNTER: There were huge amounts coming in from Pakistan 

because, you know, it’s a bordering country and the supply lines are, you know, logistically 

pretty straightforward.  But also some of the overseas development agencies from the coalition 

partners, in particular the United States, as part of their strategies to win the hearts and minds 

of the population, to encourage the farmers to farm legitimate crops rather than poppies, which 

were being used for opiates and ultimately heroin, which was being supplied to the west, some 

of those development agencies were providing fertiliser as well.  And of course it was ending 

up in the wrong hands - rather than in the hands of the farmers, it was going to the Taliban. 

 

URRY: Thousands of coalition troops have been maimed or 

killed in Afghanistan by these home-made explosives. Afghan civilian casualties went up by 

23% in the first half of last year, according to a UN report. The majority were IED victims, 

hence the drive to cut off supplies. That’s being put together far away from the battlefields of 

Afghanistan, in a city at the heart of Europe. 

 

ACTUALITY AT WCO 
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URRY: The headquarters of the World Customs Organisation is 

a small office block in the centre of Brussels, and it’s surrounded here in the courtyard by the 

flags of many a nation.  And it’s here that efforts to restrict the materials bomb makers are after 

are being coordinated.  Inside this building, customs departments across the globe are sharing 

information and intelligence, to try to identify and stop shipments of chemical precursors used 

in explosives from falling into the wrong hands. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CONTROL ROOM 

 

BRUFORD: So, what we’re walking into here is our operation centre, 

it is the nerve centre really of the Customs Enforcement Network linked up to 143 countries.  

We run all sorts of operations in here.  They could be drug operations, they could be …. 

 

URRY: Allen Bruford is in charge of enforcement at the WCO. 

He oversees a project called Global Shield. That lists fourteen chemicals of concern, dual use 

items which can be made into explosives. 

 

BRUFORD: What we’re looking to do is to understand what is 

happening with illicit division of precursors across the globe.  What we are learning is 

generally where these precursors are being used, they are being smuggled in smaller quantities 

than we would normally see in trade, so they are being smuggled in what we call cover loads – 

they’re part of a legitimate shipment of something else and they are generally disguised.  So a 

particular example would be ammonium nitrate.  We have seen it disguised as soap powder and 

things like that and repackaged as soap powder.   

 

URRY: But numbers of IEDs used around the world have been 

going up, and there’s still no shortage of materials for the bomb makers to use. 

 

BRUFORD: Since this programme’s been running, we’ve made about 

93 seizures in various parts of the world, 225 metric tonnes of chemicals that have been taken 

out of the supply chain and 70 arrests. 

 

URRY: But that’s spread across all those who are seeking to get 

materials for IEDs, not just Afghanistan, is it? 
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BRUFORD: Correct, yeah, that’s the global picture.  Obviously if 

there’s a reduction in the number of bombings across the globe from year to year, that would 

be a very useful statistic for us to be able to say we could claim some success from.  What we 

know at the moment is in fact statistically the numbers are going up, they’re not coming down, 

so there’s plenty of work still to be done. 

 

URRY: The World Customs Organisation can’t do it alone. It’s 

asking for more help from industry, which is right on the front line in the battle to stop people 

getting chemicals for explosives and weapons.  Manufacturers and suppliers are being advised 

to stay on the alert for suspicious approaches and to tip off the authorities when that happens. 

None of the major manufacturers would talk to this programme, but one company further down 

the supply chain, based in the north of England, did agree to take part, on condition we kept 

them anonymous. 

 

ACTUALITY IN FACTORY 

 

MAN: Here we repackage and blend chemical products from 

straight solvents and acids that we buy in and just repackage down, to blends for a whole 

variety of things, such as airbags … 

 

URRY: The firm’s sales director showed us around. 

So what’s being blended today? 

 

MAN: We’ve got a blend in process, which is nitric acid and 

hydrofluoric acid, which is used to test some metal forgings. 

 

URRY: What sort of checks do you do on customers? 

 

MAN: If a customer contacts us and asks for a hazardous 

chemical, we will ask what they want to do with it basically.  We won’t just supply it.  

Certainly combinations of chemicals we are quite careful of, because there are regulations out 

there for both the supply of chemicals that can be used to make chemical weapons and also 

chemicals that can be used to make drug manufacture. 
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URRY: Have you had suspicious approaches? 

 

MAN: We have, yes, we have had suspicious approaches in the 

past and we have actually had situations where the police have contacted us, because they’ve 

literally followed some onto our site and witnessed them buying products from us.  A young 

man did purchase some products which he was … I think he was an amateur chemist, shall we 

say, with an interest in blowing things up, so I don’t think there was any malicious intent. 

 

URRY: He was making explosives then? 

 

MAN: He did make some explosives, yes.  If we’re suspicious 

at all, we initially go back to the customer and ask them their reasons for buying the product.  If 

we’re not satisfied with the answer, we don’t supply. 

 

URRY: You have turned people away, have you? 

 

MAN: Oh, regularly, yes.  Regularly refused to supply, yes.  

Probably most weeks. 

 

URRY: The fact that this small supplier alone is getting 

suspicious enquiries almost every week shows how much vigilance is needed.  But companies 

like this also have to rely on the UK’s export control system to do background checks and 

assess destinations of concern.  And that system’s already been called into question by MPs 

trying to investigate why licences were granted to send dual use chemicals to Syria.  The 

Government has repeatedly refused to publicly name the British companies who applied for the 

licences. The Business Secretary has offered to provide the names on a confidential basis to the 

Arms Export Control Committee. But the Committee’s Ann McKechin argues that’s not good 

enough. 

 

MCKECHIN: Initially we were told it was a standard reason of a 

contractual confidentiality.  But as sanctions have been imposed, the issue about contractual 

confidentiality no longer applies.  We were, I think, quite astonished that the Business & 

Innovation Department then stated they were using a criteria which is used for Freedom of 

Information requests. And our Chair, Sir John Stanley, I think quite correctly pointed out that 

how Select Committees take evidence is nothing to do with the Freedom of Information Act. 
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MCKECHIN cont: The Government then allege that some of the companies 

were concerned about the welfare of their employees.  There’s no evidence to suggest that 

these companies have acted otherwise than in good faith.  And our Committee’s focus here is 

on looking at why they were granted the application by the Government, the process that was 

used by the Government in granting that application and what knowledge they had about the 

end user.  It is not about how the companies themselves acted.  They applied perfectly 

legitimately for licence applications and they were granted those licence applications. 

 

URRY: They weren’t the only ones. Although their 

consignments didn’t leave the country for Syria, others did. The Government’s revealed that 

more than 4,000 kilos of sodium fluoride, a dual use chemical, was exported there under 

licence between 2004 and 2010. This was said to be for the Syrian toothpaste industry, but 

happened during a time when the regime was known to be on the lookout for weapons supplies.   

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

URRY: And there’s another list of dual use exports released to 

the committee by the Government.  I’ve got it here. It too could raise some troubling questions.  

Thirteen exports to Egypt over a ten year period to last year, including thousands of kilos of 

sodium fluoride. Egypt is one of the few nations which has refused to sign the Chemical 

Weapons Convention, so it’s not inspected by the OPCW.  Seven exports to Israel during the 

same period - hundreds of tons of different chemicals all known to have uses in making 

warfare agents.  Israel’s signed, but not ratified the Treaty, which means it’s not consented to 

be bound by it.  And there’s fourteen exports to Libya, which finally admitted to having a 

chemical weapons programme.  

The letter from Business Secretary Vince Cable makes it clear the Government is not 

confirming whether it believes any of these states does or does not possess such weapons.  

Mr Cable also insists Government takes its responsibilities very seriously, and is acting 

effectively to promote global security. Ann McKechin, one of the MPs who’s been trying to 

find out more about these exports, says the revelations are potentially damaging. 

 

MCKECHIN: There’s no way we can have a perfect knowledge of 

what may happen when chemicals or equipment is transferred over.  We obviously have to rely 

on intelligence.  We have to rely on the honesty and information provided to us by exporters in 

terms of the application process, so as I said there’s nothing that is perfect.  But I think it’s a 
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MCKECHIN cont: stain on our country’s reputation if we cannot show that 

we have in place a system of scrutiny and the way we process applications to ensure as far as 

humanly possible that we are not going to be exporting products which will cause such 

devastating harm. 

 

URRY: Charles Faddis, who was in charge of the CIA’s efforts 

to stop terrorists developing weapons of mass destruction, agrees there’s no foolproof system. 

But he says there is a need for constant vigilance. 

 

FADDIS: There isn’t any fantasy end state where you’re going to 

be able to make a finite list of, ‘Here are these 112 compounds and nobody will trade them 

anymore and therefore we’re all now safe.’  You know, it doesn’t work that way. What does it 

come down to?  It comes down to intelligence work and police work and vigilance and just 

focusing on this group.  The real danger here is that people fall into this trap, that just because 

we haven’t seen this successful attack yet, then we will dismiss it effectively as science fiction 

and not treat it seriously - and that would be a huge, huge mistake in regard to chemical 

weapons or any other weapons of mass destruction. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


