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@ The Anthrax Solution:
Sverdlovsk and the Resolution of a Biological Weapons Controversy
Michael D. Gordin (Junior Fellow, Harvard University)
From 1979 to 1994, arms control in the field of chemical and biological warfare (CBW)

experienced what could be termed a “verification crisis.” With the collapse of the SALT
(Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty) regime in nuclear arms control in the late 1970s and early
1980s, precisely on the issue of how to verify compliance, the international arms control
community was uniquely sensitive to issues of arms control verification. The particular nature of
CBW - the effects of which seemed to mimic natural outbreaks of disease - only intensified the
suspicions of conservatives in the US government about verification and exacerbated the Cold
War tensions surrounding this arena of arms control. At this moment, two CBW-related incidents
flared up and brought the verification crisis to a head, incidents which seemed to bear all the
characteristics of illegal uses of biological weapons in violation of the 1972 Biological Weapons
Convention (BWC): the Sverdlovsk incident and Yellow Rain. Although the two events
dovetailed in their historical interaction during the 1980s, this paper focuses on the Sverdlovsk
incident in particular for two reasons: as an allegation of use of a bacteriological agent, this
crisis emphasized the difficulties of detecting differences in CBW incidents from natural
epidemics; and because it, more than Yellow Rain, can now be said to be definitively closed.

Due to a variety of changes in the East-West environment - not least of them the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the US boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympics in Moscow, and
the Reagan victory in the 1980 US presidential election - by 1981 there was extraordinarily little
faith in CBW arms control, a remarkable contrast to the great optimism six years before in the
potential of the Biological Weapons Convention to usher in a new system of international
relations and cap a long quest for biological arms control. The Sverdlovsk incident was the first
alleged violation to appear in the midst of this climate of distrust. In 1979, an anthrax outbreak
in the Soviet city of Sverdlovsk led many Western security officials to conclude that the Soviets
had been secretly developing biological weapons in violation of the 1972 BWC. Using a variety
of tactics, the Soviets managed to demonstrate, for a time, that the outbreak could just as easily be
explained by natural causes.

At the time, there was little the US State Department could do to answer the Soviet
defense that the Sverdlovsk outbreak was caused by black-market distribution of contaminated
meat, thus representing deaths by gastroinestinal anthrax and not by the militarily-viable inhalation
anthrax. From 1981 to 1986, much of the attention of the arms-control community focused
instead on Yellow Rain. When Sverdlovsk reappeared on the American scene as a topic of

discussion, the result was an almost unanimous confirmation of the Soviet “meat defense,” as



Soviet scientists, in the atmosphere of glasnost and perestroika, came to the National Academy of
Sciences in Washington, DC, and displayed histological evidence that indicated a gastric origin for
the anthrax deaths. With the case apparently closed, it was reopened by Soviet reporters, and
later reporters from the Wall Street Journal, who located hidden evidence and documented the
extent of the Soviet government’ s cover-up - including the official Soviet misrepresentation of
evidence at the National Academy in 1988. In 1994, after extensive research in the former Soviet
Union and careful analysis of the recently-uncovered biological samples, survivor interviews, and
local meteorological data, Harvard University professor of biochemistry Matthew Meselson, once
the most prominent American advocate of the Soviet meat defense, concluded the debate by
demonstrating the inhalational origins of the 1979 outbreak, which made a military accident the
only possible explanation.

This paper examines the history of this “Sverdlovsk incident,” and how its peculiar nature
impacted on the reformulation of a verification philosophy both for the Biological Weapons
Convention and for the nascent Chemical Weapons Convention (CWC). The net result of this
reformulation was the entrenchment of independent scientists as a means for establishing the
“truth” of CBW violations. Both before and after a consensus was reached, it was evident to
what a strong degree the standards of evidence and evaluation were created by the political
climate. Both the US State Department and its opponents clamored for some form of objective
resolution without recognizing the impossibility of this goal in such a tense political area. The
solution embedded in the CWC, and as demonstrated by the political fractiousness of recent
chemical-weapons inspections in Iraq, still hinges on communal definitions of standards of

evidence.
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