Depleted Uranium battlefield

The use of Depleted Uranium (DU) ammunition during the
Gulf War of 1991 caused the local population to be exposed
to radioactive uranium dust. This could potentially explain
the significant rise in cancer and congenital malformations

documented in the southern Iraqi city of Basra after 1991.

Basra, a city of 1.6 million, was exposed to DU bombardments during the Gulf War. Studies found a significant rise in the
incidence of congenital anomalies, leukemia rates and other childhood cancers. Photo credit: sllang / creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0

Tanks hit by DU ammunition were discarded on tank graveyards near the city. After the cessation of fighting, they were used as
playgrounds for local children or pilfered for valuables, scrap metal or souvenirs. Photo: © Wim Zwijnenburg

When used in armor-piercing projectiles, DU ignites upon impact, burning up the insides of vehicles after penetration. The nano-
sized uranium oxide particles can be dispersed by wind for hundreds of miles. Photo: © Wim Zwijnenburg

History

Depleted uranium (DU) is mostly composed of the iso-
tope uranium-238 and is a by-product of the enrich-
ment process used to manufacture reactor- or wea-
pon-grade enriched uranium. Ammunition containing
DU was used in the Gulf War of 1991 by both U.S. and
UK forces. The British Royal Society estimates that the
amount of DU ammunition used in lrag amounted to a
total of 340 tons.! Because of its high density and its
ability to pierce the armored walls of tanks, DU ammu-
nition is most likely also used by other countries.

Since DU is essentially radioactive waste, it is wide-
ly available in countries with nuclear programs. When
used in armor-piercing projectiles, DU ignites upon
impact, burning up the insides of vehicles after pene-
tration. The nano-sized uranium oxide particles can
be dispersed by wind for hundreds of miles. Due to
their physical half-life of about 4.5 billion years, this
uranium dust poses a permanent health risk to the
local population.?3

Basra, a city of 1.6 million, received heavy bombard-
ments with DU ammunition during the Gulf War. Also,
tanks that were hit by DU ammunition were left stand-
ing on the battlefield outside the city. After the cessa-
tion of fighting, these tank graveyards were used as
playgrounds for local children or were pilfered for val-
uables, scrap metal or souvenirs so that many people,
mostly civilians, came into contact with radioactive
dust even long after actual combat.

Health and environmental effects

DU can enter the body through inhalation, ingestion
or shrapnel wounds. Some of the DU will be excreted
through the kidneys, where its toxic effects can cause
acute renal failure. The rest remains in the body, es-
pecially in the bones, where it continually irradiates
surrounding tissue.? While DU is primarily a source
of alpha-radiation, its decay products can also cause
beta- and gamma-radiation. By causing mutation of
the DNA, internal irradiation can lead to cancer and
malformations. Animal studies have shown the terato-
genic effect of DU and human epidemiological studies
have shown increased birth defects in the children of
people exposed to DU.?

After the Gulf War, the incidence of congenital birth
anomalies and cancer rose near places where DU am-
munition had been used: A comprehensive study per-
formed in Basra in 1995 found a significant rise in the
incidence of congenital anomalies from 3.04 per 1,000
in 1990 to /.76 per 1,000 in 1998. Besides congenital
heart disease and chromosomal aberrations, observed
symptoms included children born without a head, only
one eye, an open belly, an open spine, missing limbs,
fish skin, cleft palate or dwarfism.*

An epidemiological study performed by Basra Univer-
sity found a 100 % rise in the incidence of childhood

leukemia and a 242 % rise in the incidence of all child-
hood tumors between 1990 and 1999.° A correspond-
ing field study identified numerous sites with increased
radiation levels, mostly on and around tanks hit by DU
ammunition.®

Outlook

The full extent of the use of DU ammunition in warfare
is only slowly being understood. According to the UN
Environment Program, “the intensive use of deplet-
ed uranium weapons has likely caused environmen-
tal contamination of as yet unknown levels or conse-
quences.”

Other affected populations include the inhabitants of
Kosovo and Serbia, where DU ammunition was used
in the war of 1999, the people of Fallujah and oth-
er lraqi cities affected by DU ammunition during the
2003/2004 invasion, and all soldiers exposed to DU
ammunition. All of them are Hibakusha, because their
health suffered from uranium ammunition that would
not exist were it not for the massive civil and military
nuclear programs of the nuclear states.
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