	Abolish Depleted Uranium Weaponry Now!
August 10, 2005 

	by Timothy Baer
The Bloomington Alternative
http://www.bloomingtonalternative.com/

As we remember the more than 200,000 men, women, and children whose lives were destroyed in the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, we must also remember the even greater number of individuals who have been victims of the radiological warfare of the past fifteen years. The use of Depleted Uranium (DU) weaponry is radioactive warfare and the campaign to abolish DU must escalate! 

The United States of America and the rest of the world witnessed the destructive power of Depleted Uranium when they viewed on television the explosive, intense burning of Iraqi armored tanks, when fired upon by U.S. military forces in early 1991and March-April 2003. The long-term effects of Depleted Uranium use can be seen in more than 150,000 U.S. military veterans suffering from “Gulf War Syndrome” and cancers; and in countless Iraqi soldiers with various cancers, kidney damage, respiratory illnesses, and other serious health conditions. 

The most tragic result of utilizing armor-penetrating projectiles with Depleted Uranium cores is the thousands of children born with severe genetic deformities, and the enormous increase in cancers, leukemia, and other maladies in exposed populations in Iraq, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. 

***

What exactly is Depleted Uranium and why should it be done away with? 

Depleted Uranium is processed from nuclear-waste material. DU is the leftover material after the uranium enrichment process is completed in both the manufacture of nuclear weapons and the nuclear energy industry. Depleted Uranium is a chemically toxic, extremely dense, hard metal. Chemical poisoning by DU in the human body can occur in the same way as poisoning from lead or any other heavy metal. However, DU is also radiologically hazardous. 

During the enrichment process, the fissionable isotope, Uranium-235, is separated from the natural uranium. The remaining uranium, which is 99.8% Uranium-238, is misleadingly called “Depleted” Uranium. DU is actually still fully 60% as radioactive as natural uranium and has a radioactive half-life of 4.47 billion years! 

DU spontaneously burns on impact, creating tiny (on the micron level) aerosolized particles that are small enough to be inhaled. These uranium oxide particles emit all types of radiation: alpha, beta, and gamma. Depleted uranium aerosolized particles can be carried in the air over long distances and can pose a serious, long-term threat to human health and the environment. During the past 59 years of nuclear weapons and atomic energy production, the U.S.A. has accumulated more than 750,000 tons of DU! 

***

Nothing beats Depleted Uranium in its effectiveness when utilized as an armor-piercing weapon. DU munitions will cut through an armor-plated tank as though it were cardboard, igniting the ammunition carried inside the vehicle in an explosive fireball. DU weapons will blast their way through thick reinforced concrete better than anything in the history of warfare. 

Since the 1991 Persian Gulf War in Iraq, the United States military has relied extensively on Depleted Uranium munitions as a means of penetrating the armor of enemy tanks. Although not used exclusively by the U.S.A., DU is a staple in the arsenal of several fighting systems, including the M1A2 Abrams main battle tank, which fires a 120 millimeter DU round to cut through tank armor. DU bullets are also used in the 30 millimeter rapid fire gatling gun of the A10 Warthog and Thunderbolt attack aircraft. Each DU-armed cruise missile contains up to 1,000 pounds of Depleted Uranium! 



Quoting from a May 13, 2003 Christian Science Monitor article written by Scott Peterson, "Fresh-from-the-factory DU tank shells are normally handled with gloves, to minimize the health risk, and shielded with a thin coating. … But when the DU material burns (usually on impact; or as a dust, it can spontaneously ignite), protective shields disappear, and dangerous radioactive oxides are created that can be inhaled or ingested." 

The US military does not publicly acknowledge the serious dangers that DU presents to military personnel and civilians in DU contaminated areas. The Pentagon's position on DU is apparent, as this excerpt from the Depleted Uranium Factsheet, on the Office of the Secretary of Defense's website states: 

"DU is only mildly radioactive. Depleted uranium emits alpha and beta particles, and gamma rays. Alpha particles, the primary radiation type produced by depleted uranium, are blocked by skin, while beta particles are blocked by the boots and battle dress utility uniform typically worn by service members. While gamma rays are a form of highly-penetrating energy, the amount of gamma radiation emitted by depleted uranium is very low. The threat of chemical toxicity would also be minimal because there is little likelihood that sufficient quantities of DU could be inhaled or ingested to cause a heavy metal concern." 

This excerpt indicates that the Department of Defense (DoD) believes there is little risk of DU being hazardous to U.S. soldiers wearing regulation utility uniforms and conducting standard combat operations. 

***

The major fallacy with the Department of Defense's literature on DU is that none of its research is directed at examining the long-term health risk DU poses to a resident civilian population, or military troops from other nations maintaining a presence in occupied areas. 

DoD scenarios are concerned with likely exposure to U.S. troops passing by disabled enemy tanks, destroyed by DU armaments. There is no description in DoD scenarios of prolonged troop presence in areas where DU was heavily used. And there certainly is no consideration given for the millions of people residing in the DU contaminated lands in Iraq, Bosnia, Serbia, and Afghanistan. 

The Pentagon and other government entities, however, do know about the deadly effects of DU. And have known for more than fourteen years. They're just not talking about it, publicly. 

The US Army Armament, Munitions and Chemical Command internally published a report in July 1990 called Kinetic Energy Penetrator Long Term Strategy Study. The following quote is found in Appendix D, "Aerosol DU exposures to soldiers on the battlefield could be significant with potential radiological and toxicological effects". 

Also found in that study are these quotes, Depleted Uranium is a "low level alpha radiation emitter which is linked to cancer when exposures are internal, [and] chemical toxicity causing kidney damage." (Vol 1, 2-2) and "Short term effects of high doses can result in death, while long term effects of low doses have been implicated in cancer." (Vol 1, 4-12) 

Col. Eric Daxon, Radiation Protection Staff Officer, US Army Medical Command, summarizing the results of a December 1989 report (from the Ballistic Research Laboratory, Radiological Contamination From Impacted Abrams Heavy Armor.) said, "Personnel in or near (less than approximately 50 meters) an armored vehicle at the time these vehicles were struck by depleted uranium munitions could receive significant internal DU exposures (i.e. those in excess of allowable standards)."  This, of course, is a huge understatement, as anyone can attest to who has seen the photos of blackened or melted corpses in the Iraqi desert in 1991. 

Brent Scowcroft, the former National Security Advisor to President George Bush, Sr., on January 3, 1996, said in a British documentary titled Riding the Storm, "Depleted uranium is more of a problem than we thought when it was developed. But it was developed according to standards and was thought through very carefully. It turned out perhaps to be wrong." 

A memorandum dated March 1, 1991 and circulated around Los Alamos National Laboratory states, "There has been and continues to be a concern regarding the impact of DU on the environment. Therefore, if no one makes a case for the effectiveness of DU on the battlefield, DU rounds may become politically unacceptable and thus, be deleted from the arsenal. …I believe we should keep this sensitive issue at mind when reports are written." 

Because DU has been used as a counter-balance for many large commercial aircraft, including the Boeing 747, a Federal Aviation Administration Advisory Circular 20-123 dated Dec. 20, 1984, warned FAA crash site investigators that: "While the depleted uranium normally poses no danger, it is to be handled with caution. The main hazard associated with depleted uranium is the harmful effect the material could have if it enters the body. If particles are inhaled or digested, they can be chemically toxic and cause a significant and long-lasting irradiation of internal tissue." 

Six American vehicles struck with DU "friendly fire" in 1991 were deemed to be too contaminated to take home, and were buried in Saudi Arabia. 

As evidenced, the DoD itself has documented the harmful environmental and human impacts of Depleted Uranium. They just won't admit this publicly. They want to continue to use this highly lethal weapon. 

In studies and research done by the Uranium Medical Research Centre and numerous other organizations, scientists, and physicians, the use of DU has been implicated in the occurrences of serious, chronic illnesses and cancers and most disturbingly, in an increase in severe genetic birth deformities. 

***

The manufacture and use of DU weaponry must be ended! As awareness and understanding of the deadly nature of DU spreads, so the movement to get rid of this radioactive, toxic device of death and destruction must become stronger, more vocal, and better organized. 

On January 17, 2001, the European Parliament voted to urge NATO to suspend use of DU munitions, pending results of a study on the potential health risks. NATO disregarded this call for a moratorium, which was initiated by Italy and Germany. A report on the study was issued in March 2001. It downplayed the role that DU definitely has played in the increase in cancers, respiratory illnesses, and kidney and liver damage among NATO "peacekeeping" forces and civilians in Serbia and Bosnia. 

The United Nations Commission on Human Rights has categorized DU munitions alongside nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, as well as napalm, and cluster bombs as a "weapon of indiscriminate effect." 

As more is known of the devastating effects of DU, it would seem reasonable that there would be a greater desire to curb the use of this particular munition. However, the use of DU has only increased since the '91 war on Iraq. 

Over 320 tons of DU were fired in Iraq and Kuwait in 1991. The air wars over the Balkans showered Bosnia in 1994/95 and Serbia in 1999 with more than 13 tons of DU bullets. An unknown quantity of DU armament was used in the invasion of Afghanistan in the Autumn of 2001. The Pentagon has never confirmed the use of DU in Afghanistan, but, radioactive evidence indicates its utilization in Operation Enduring Freedom. 

Incredibly, at least 1,750 tons of multi-caliber DU ordnance were fired in Iraq in the Spring of 2003! 

Unlike the '91 war, areas of attack by DU firing aircraft were not limited to mostly desert. Populated areas were showered with DU bullets. Areas of Baghdad were heavily strafed with DU, including the Iraqi Ministry of Planning. Just two weeks after this attack, Scott Peterson took Geiger counter readings of the bullets still littering the ground around the Ministry building and was shown that these were the radioactively "hottest" items he measured in Iraq, at nearly 1,900 times normal background radiation levels. 

***

DU munitions have become a part of the standard arsenal for some U.S. military vehicles. The Pentagon has reported that 5 out of 6 bullets fired by the A10 attack aircraft contain Depleted Uranium. The sad reality is that the United States of America has again set an awful precedent with the development and use of this terrible instrument of enduring devastation.
 

Depleted uranium weaponry is now known to exist in the arsenals of Great Britain, France, Russia, Greece, Turkey, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Egypt, Kuwait, Pakistan, Thailand, Iraq, and Taiwan, as well as the U.S.A. 

DU weapons have been used on practice ranges on Vieques, Puerto Rico; Okinawa; Saudi Arabia; Kuwait; and right here in Indiana, at the Jefferson Proving Ground, north of Madison. The Army test fired DU munitions at Jefferson from 1983 to 1994. An estimated 77 tons of DU remains spread over a 1,300 acre area of what has now become the Big Oaks National Wildlife Refuge. 

All of our legislators, here in Indiana, need to hear from everyone of us about our outrage over Depleted Uranium. DU is indeed “America's Big Dirty Secret!” 

***

Jim McDermott, Representative from Washington state, introduced House Resolution 2410 on May 17, 2005. This bill, when enacted, would become the Depleted Uranium Munitions Study Act of 2005. This Resolution's stated purpose is: "To require certain studies regarding the health effects of exposure to depleted uranium munitions, to require the cleanup and mitigation of depleted uranium contamination at sites of depleted uranium munition use and production in the United States, and for other purposes."

H.R. 2410 currently has 31 co-sponsors. This legislation would be a great step forward on the campaign to completely abolish the use of DU weaponry. This legislation would require the cleanup of Jefferson Proving Ground and move towards the cleanup of DU contaminated areas in Iraq, and everywhere else DU was cruelly used. 

Everyone’s challenge today is to contact their Congressional Representatives to let them know that enactment of House Resolution 2410 is absolutely necessary. Contact Senator Lugar and Senator Bayh and let them know that Depleted Uranium must be abolished and cleaned up here in Indiana and in Iraq. And that proper medical treatment be given to all those veterans suffering from DU related illnesses. Let them know that you are outraged that the U.S. continues to use DU weapons, even after being banned by the United Nations. 

***

As tragic and devastating as Depleted Uranium weaponry is, people need to realize that there are important steps that can be taken to move toward the abolition of this "weapon of indiscriminate effect." Beginning with educating ourselves and the general public, we must then take it upon ourselves to inform our legislators and other government officials about DU. Lobbying campaigns and educational efforts must be organized and focused on ending the manufacture and utilization of this most widely used of all of the members of the awful family of Uranium weapons. 

***

Excellent information on Depleted Uranium and health and environmental effects can be found at: 

http://www.umrc.net (Uranium Medical Research Centre)
http://www.traprockpeace.org (Traprock Peace Center)
http://www.pandoraproject.org (Pandora DU Research Project)
http://www.BPAC.info  (Bloomington Peace Action Coalition) 
http://www.cadu.org.uk (Campaign Against Depleted Uranium) 
http://idust.net (International Depleted Uranium Study Team) 
http://www.transnet-jp.com/DUban/index.htm (Global Association for Banning DU Weapons)
http://www.robert-fisk.com/depleted_uranium_links.htm (contains photos of extreme deformities due to DU) 

Timothy Baer is an organizer with Bloomington Peace Action Coalition (in south-central Indiana) and has been working to end DU use since 2002. He can be reached at BPACpeace@hotmail.com 
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