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ICBUW’s 4th International Conference held at the UN Church Center in New York brought together experts and activists from around the globe, united in their determination to remove Depleted Uranium (DU) from the arsenals of the world’s armies.  

What is DU? Uranium is a heavy metal and as such shares toxic properties of other heavy metals such as the ability to kill cells, and cause cell mutation.  Uranium is also a radioactive element.  Natural Uranium is made up of a mixture of Uranium isotopes: 

U-235, U-238, and U-234. U-235 is the isotope used primarily in nuclear weapon and energy production.  DU is what is left over after U-235 is partially removed from natural Uranium during “enrichment” for nuclear fuel. As it is a waste product, it is plentiful and cheap.  DU is about half as radioactive as natural Uranium, with a half-life of nearly 5 billion years, requiring costly measures to be effectively and safely stored for the duration of its half-life in specialized facilities.

What are DU’s effects? As a heavy metal, Uranium has highly toxic properties akin to those of Chromium.  These properties, separate from its radioactive properties, have been shown to cause cell mutation, DNA damage, and cell death.  Thus Uranium can be said to be cyto-toxic (cell-killing) and mutagenic (causing gene mutation) because of its toxic properties as a heavy metal. Dr. Diane Stearns, PhD, has been conducting research on Uranium’s toxicity as a heavy metal at Northern Arizona University for several years, and has come to these conclusions.

Harmful effects of Depleted Uranium because of its radioactivity are also suspected, and have been researched.  There have been striking coincidences of increased cancer rates, childhood cancers, still-births and birth defects in southern Iraq (Basra), and among military personnel involved in areas in which DU has been used extensively in both the US-led 1991 conflict and the ongoing conflict in Iraq.  Whether these cancers are causally linked to DU has not been irrefutably established.  Considering that DU’s chemical toxicity can alone cause genetic mutation and cell death, that it is radioactive, and that increased cancer and genetic defects in areas of DU use in Iraq and in production in US mining and factories, it is quite likely that such a link exists.

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and World Health Organisation (WHO) use the same methods to assess DU exposure – the ICRP method, which though effective for assessing miners’ exposure, is allegedly inappropriate for assessing exposure to DU nano-particles released upon DU-bullets’ impact with hard targets.  DU nano-particles are ceramic, much smaller than Uranium mine dust, and can also be inhaled with other metal particles vaporized upon impact of the DU bullet with the target, because the DU spontaneously ignites upon impact, burning at several thousand degrees Centigrade.  The IAEA, as the main agency for all matters related to nuclear energy, nuclear weapons, and radiation, has been at the forefront of creating DU standards and assessing exposure and risk.  However, because DU’s toxicity is a result of its chemical properties, in large part, and not solely due to its radiological properties, the IAEA’s instruments are flawed.  Were the WHO to use methods to assess the chemical toxicity, risks, and effects of DU, rather than solely the IAEA’s radiologically oriented assessment, differing results might emerge.  Currently, both the IAEA and WHO recognize a potential risk from prolonged or high level exposure to DU, but minimize the risk to one exposed in the most common battlefield settings as being akin to the radiation exposure experienced by everyone because of background radiation, and small amounts of Uranium naturally present in our environment.

DU’s Military Use:

Because of its extreme density and relatively inexpensive availability, DU has been used to make armor-piercing bullets – designed to penetrate tanks and other armored vehicles in symmetrical warfare.  DU is also pyroforic and upon impact with its hard target, the bullet explodes into flame and vaporizes both the DU and the metals which it is piercing.  The vaporized particles are invisible and can be inhaled by  people in the proximity of the affected targets, even long after the firefight might have ended.

Though other metals, such as Tungsten, could be used as effective armor-penetrators, DU remains popular with some militaries, notably the US and UK forces, because it is far more readily available and cheaper than alternatives.

DU and the Law:

International Humanitarian Law, the body of law that governs warfare and its methods, has principles regarding the legitimate use of weapons.  The main principles are:

1. Principle of Distinction – outlaws the use of weapons that do not distinguish between combatants and non-combatants or civilians.  

2. Principle of Indiscriminate Effects – prohibits the use of weapons whose effects are beyond the control of those deploying them

3. Principle of Proportionality – prohibits the use of weapons whose effects are disproportionate to their intended purpose.  

4. The Precautionary Principle – puts the burden of proof on the promoters or perpetrators of a technology or weapon, to prove its safety or legitimacy, rather than the victims being made to prove the potential or real threat.

In light of these principles, as Prof. Manfred Mohr of the International Association of Lawyers Against Nuclear Arms (IALANA), pointed out that while there is no prohibition against the use of DU weapons, their use does raise doubts:

1. Distinction: DU weapons do not distinguish between combatants and non-combatants because the vaporized particles are a hazard to all persons in the vicinity, and remain hazardous after the cessation of hostilities.

2. Indiscriminate Effects: DU weapons’ effects cannot be controlled by those using DU weapons because the effects are widespread as particles can be spread by wind, seep into water sources etc, long-lasting because of the half-life of DU, and the clean-up of contaminated targets and areas is not carried out by those who utilize these weapons.

3. Proportionality: The intended goal of disabling tanks and armored vehicles is not proportional to the enormous environmental and health risks associated with DU for both military personnel and civilian populations.

4. Precaution: Despite the lack of proof of undeniable causal links between DU and serious health and environmental damage, the radioactive and toxic properties of DU—properties shared with other heavy metals and radioactive elements—should cause  military planners to err on the side of precaution to protect civilian and military personnel from the unintended and potentially harmful effects of DU weapons.  

Thus, using DU weapons is already arguably illegal, but it is better to have a treaty. Disarmament requires legally-binding agreements.

On 22 March 2007, Belgium banned the manufacture, use, storage, sale, acquisition, supply, and transfer of DU weapons and armor in its territory.  Belgium is the only country to have taken such an action.  The legislation will take effect in two years; during the interim, Belgium intends to gage interest of other states in pursuing a similar policy, as well as the effects of the law on its membership in NATO and EU forces.

The European Parliament, with advocacy from the European Green Party, has hosted an exhibition of Naomi Toyota’s photos of Iraqi childhood cancer victims.  Additionally, the European Parliament has adopted resolutions calling for a moratorium on DU weapons use, and for a ban on DU weapons.

Several US states, including Connecticut, New York, and California, have passed legislation pertaining to testing veterans for exposure to DU, and to increase access to the healthcare necessary to address the many health problems faced by veterans of recent conflicts – some of which have might be attributed to DU exposure.  Some legislation is broadly conceived: rather than narrowly focusing on DU exposure, some laws seek to expand veterans’ access to healthcare and benefits, regardless of the proximate cause of their ailments – exposure to DU or other toxins in the environment during their military service.

Towards a Global Ban:

DU falls within the category of “Conventional Weapons” under international law.  A treaty on DU weapons could be developed as a protocol within the Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons (CCW). However, legal experts believe the campaign to ban DU weapons might have more success reaching a legal agreement by initiating a process akin to the Oslo Process to ban cluster munitions, and the Ottawa Process to ban antipersonnel landmines. The Ottawa process effectively produced a new Convention governing these “conventional weapons” –landmines – which were previously widely used by military forces across the globe.  This process began with awareness raising, a draft convention, a “tipping point” of global interest, and the support of significant and credible states, such as Norway and Canada, or blocs of states, for such an instrument to be negotiated and codified into binding international law.

Alyn Ware of IALANA suggested that a model DU Weapon Convention be submitted as a discussion document to both the UN General Assembly and the CCW, much like a model Nuclear Weapons Convention was submitted to the UN and the Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference. Having such a model circulated as an official UN document gives it credibility, and promotes its position on the international disarmament agenda. Mr. Ware also suggested encouraging the establishment of DU Weapon Free Zones in cities, much like the Nuclear Weapon Free Zones that have been implemented in cities, countries, and across entire regions.

A process to ban DU should follow a pattern similar to the landmine and cluster munitions treaties’ development.  Because of the enormous US interest in maintaining DU weapons, members of the Non-Aligned Movement, or other neutrals amenable to opposing US policy, might offer support for a DU ban.  Public awareness, further research, and aid to victims of DU should also be considered, as they were in the landmine process.

Additional Resources

Reaching Critical Will DU Backgrounder:

http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/factsheets/du.html

WILPF Norway DU Report:

“Uranium Weapons: Consequences for Health and Environment,” by Eva Fidjestøl

http://www.reachingcriticalwill.org/resources/WILPFNorwayDUreport.pdf

International Coalition to Ban Uranium Weapons (ICBUW):

http://www.bandepleteduranium.org/

Model Nuclear Weapon Convention:

http://www.icanw.org/

WILPF Cluster Munitions Information:

http://www.wilpf.int.ch/disarmament/ClusterMunitions/index.html

