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SUMMARY 
The use of armor-piercing ammunition made from depleted uranium (DU) during the war 
in Iraq has raised concerns about DU exposures among military personnel and civilians. 
Since 2003, the US Department of Defense (DoD) and Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) have tested more than 2,100 Iraq war veterans for DU exposure and the UK 
Ministry of Defence (MoD) has tested approximately 350 veterans.  There have 
reportedly been few positive test results, but these results obscure problems with 
selection processes and testing methods.  In this paper I summarize publicly available 
information about the use of DU munitions in Iraq, analyze differences between DoD/VA 
and MoD testing processes, review the results of government testing efforts, and discuss 
the significance of the testing processes and results.  
 
DEPLETED URANIUM IN IRAQ 
The US and British militaries have confirmed that they used DU ammunition during the 
war in Iraq, but the exact quantities and locations where DU was shot remain uncertain.2  
The US Army and Air Force shot approximately 115 metric tons of DU between March 
2003 and March 20043 (Table 1).  The US Marine Corps has not disclosed how much 
DU its Abrams tanks and AV-8B Harrier jets shot since 2003, but I estimate the 
additional use by the Marine Corps would bring the total use through March 2004 up to 
between 118 to 136 metric tons (130 to 150 tons).4  British forces apparently shot DU 
munitions only during the 2003 invasion; the MoD has acknowledged that British 
Challenger II tanks shot approximately 870kg/DU (1,920 lbs/DU).5

 
The use of DU munitions by US forces since March 2004 remains uncertain.  The testing 
of veterans for exposure to DU through September 2005 could be taken as a sign of 
ongoing, though limited use of DU munitions,6 but in January 2005 then-Chairman of the 
U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff General Richard Myers wrote: “munitions containing DU are 
not being used in the current stability and support operations in Iraq or Afghanistan.”7 
Possible exposures may have resulted from the destruction of DU ammunition or the 
breaching of DU armor on tanks,8 and some servicemembers wounded by fragments have 
been tested “to ensure DU residues were not used in an improvised explosive device.”9      

 
Table 1.  Estimate of the Use of DU Munitions in Iraq, March 2003 to March 200410

Armed Force Shooting DU Number of 
Rounds 

Quantity of DU (kg) 

US Air Force (A-10 aircraft) 
US Army (Abrams tank, Bradley Fighting Vehicle) 

Tanks:  ~2,46611

Bradleys: ~121,00012

Jets:  ~309,00013

Tanks:  ~11,442 
Bradleys:  ~10,300 

Jets:  ~93,400 
UK Royal Army (Challenger tank) Tanks:  ~185 Tanks:  ~870 
TOTAL   
(Including estimated US Marine Corps expenditure)  118,000 to 136,000

(260,000 to 300,000 lbs.) 
 Table compiled by Dan Fahey 
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There is no credible evidence that missiles and bombs containing natural or depleted 
uranium have been used in Iraq.  A US Department of Defense official has explicitly 
stated: “none of the guided bombs or cruise missiles that the US used in Iraq and 
Afghanistan contained uranium of any type.”14  Myths and misrepresentations form the 
basis of recent activist claims that natural uranium found in air filters in England 
originated from US air strikes in Iraq. 
 
TESTING PROCESS 
DoD and MoD have similar processes for selecting servicemembers for DU testing, but 
once identified, MoD uses a more sensitive testing method than that employed by DoD. 
 
Selection Process.  DoD selects servicemen and women to receive testing based on the 
results of the questionnaire “Post Deployment Health Assessment” (DD 2796).15  There 
is an assumption inherent in this self-identification process that servicemembers were 
fully aware of all the times and places they may have been exposed to DU, but even for 
those who believe they were exposed, testing has been incomplete.  In September 2004, 
investigators from the US Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported that a 
review of several units’ questionnaires showed that out of 32 veterans who indicated they 
were “sometimes” or “often” exposed to DU during service in Iraq, only 3 were provided 
with a DU test.16  In addition to the questionnaires, military officials have identified three 
entire units for DU testing.17  MoD also provides DU testing based on self-reported 
exposures and official identification of servicemembers possibly exposed to DU during 
and after two friendly fire incidents.18 MoD reportedly issued a card to its servicemen 
and women in Iraq that states: “You may have been exposed to dust containing DU 
during your deployment…You are eligible for a urine test to measure uranium.”19

 
Testing Method.  MoD uses a testing method that is more sensitive than the test used by 
DoD and VA.20  The essence of the difference between these test methods is that 
DoD/VA’s test must be administered within 180 days of exposure in order to reliably 
identify the presence of DU in a veteran’s urine,21 while MoD’s tests can identify DU in 
urine more than a decade after exposure.22  DoD/VA’s test screens for total uranium 
levels in urine, but since everyone excretes small amounts of uranium, this method is not 
capable of detecting small amounts of DU in urine containing normal levels of 
uranium.23  DoD/VA’s test is useful for identifying veterans retaining DU fragments 
from wounds, who typically excrete high levels of DU for years, but after 180-days it 
may not detect small amounts of DU in the urine of veterans who had inhalation, 
ingestion, or wound contamination exposures.  By contrast, MoD’s test is capable of 
detecting small amounts of DU in urine containing normal levels of uranium.  The 180-
day window for the DoD/VA test to be considered effective is particularly troubling 
given that many servicemen and women serve 1-year tours in Iraq. 
 
TEST RESULTS 
It is encouraging to note that DoD has tested more than 2100 veterans and found only 8 
positive results (Table 2), but since DoD has provided no detailed information about 
when these veterans were tested (i.e. before or after the 180-day window), it is difficult to 
evaluate the significance of these results.  Although the vast majority of those tested 
served in Iraq, DoD has also tested “a few” veterans who served at Karshi Khanabad (K-
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2) in Uzbekistan,24 where DU from Soviet weaponry was found in the soil.25  The vast 
majority of servicemembers tested served in the US Army in Iraq (Table 3). 
 
 Table 2.  Results of Urine Testing of US Iraq War Veterans 

Time Period Number
Tested 

Elevated 
Uranium 

Confirmed DU 
 Exposure 

30 June 2003 – 31 March 200426 766 14 5 
1 April 2004 – 30 September 200427 841 97 1 
1 October 2004 – 31 March 200528 363 25 1 
1 April 2005 – 30 September 200529 152 1 1 

Total 
30 June 2003 – 30 September 2005 2122 18630 8 

 Table compiled by Dan Fahey 
 
  Table 3.  Tests by Branch of Service, 2003-200531

Branch of Service  Number Tested
U.S. Army 1785 
U.S. Navy/U.S. Marine Corps 321 
U.S. Air Force 16 

 Table compiled by Dan Fahey 
 
MoD has tested approximately 350 British veterans of the Iraq war for DU exposure.32  
MoD has been vague about its test results, saying only that “fewer than ten” tested 
positive for DU exposure.33  Those who tested positive were wounded in March 2003 in 
one of two friendly fire incidents involving DU ammunition.34

 
DISCUSSION 
While MoD uses the best-available test capable of detecting minute levels of DU years 
after exposure, DoD and VA use the most cost-effective (i.e. cheaper) but less sensitive 
DU test.  The low number of positive DU test results in US Iraq war veterans may be a 
sign that few troops have been exposed to DU, or it may be due to DoD/VA’s use of a 
testing method that may produce false-negatives more than 180 days after exposure.  The 
main problem in interpreting the DoD/VA test results is the lack of information about the 
selection process and time of test post-exposure or post-deployment.  If some veterans 
self-reporting DU exposures are not being tested and if others are being tested more than 
180 days after their exposure, the credibility of the DoD/VA results is questionable. 
 
A side effect of the problems with the DoD/VA testing process is that opportunistic 
activists have emerged to exploit the DU issue and manipulate veterans’ concerns.  In 
particular, the Canada-based Uranium Medical Research Centre (UMRC) has claimed to 
have found evidence of DU exposure in dozens of veterans, but UMRC’s integrity has 
been fatally undermined by recent revelations that laboratory contamination resulted in 
many false-positive test results,35 and by the group’s groundless claim that natural 
uranium it found in Afghanistan came from US weaponry.36   
 
More broadly, the lack of information about where and how much DU was released in 
Iraq has fed speculation about exposures and effects.  Peace groups looking for reasons to 
oppose the war in Iraq routinely promote unsupported and hyperbolic claims about DU 
that are fabricated by disreputable and self-serving activists.  Some activists, including a 
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few veterans, have concocted alarming but unsubstantiated stories about DU causing 
thousands of cancers and innumerable birth defects.  Much of the information about DU 
on the Internet and in the media should be understood as “cyber-claims”; i.e. claims that 
originate and propagate in cyberspace with little or no connection to scientific evidence 
or verifiable facts. 
 
In the three years since the invasion of Iraq, DoD/VA have tested about four times as 
many Iraq war veterans for DU as the total number of Gulf War veterans tested since 
1991 (Chart 1).37  This may be interpreted in a variety of ways, but one important aspect 
of this outcome is that the VA uses the same test for veterans of the 1991 Gulf War that is 
being provided to Iraq war veterans.  That is, VA is using a test that is unlikely to 
determine DU exposures in Gulf War veterans who do not retain DU fragments.  British 
scientists have developed a test that can verify or rule out Gulf War exposures to DU by 
inhalation, ingestion, or wound contamination; the question now is when Congress will 
order DoD/VA to provide Iraq and Gulf War veterans with the best-available DU test. 
 
 Chart 1.  US Veterans Tested by War and Time Period 
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 Chart created by Dan Fahey 
 
The DU issue must also be placed in context of the other health issues facing veterans.  
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) estimates that Iraq has “several 
thousand contaminated sites resulting from a combination of general industrial activities, 
military activities and post-conflict damage and looting.”38 Many of these locations are 
polluted with carcinogenic chemicals, presenting risks to servicemen and women as well 
as local populations.  The persistence of conflict is limiting the ability of UNEP and the 
Iraqi Ministry of the Environment to conduct environmental assessments and engage in 
remediation activities, and DoD has remained silent about its actions to identify or 
address contaminated sites.  In addition, thousands of US veterans are already reporting 
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, and hundreds—possibly thousands—more 
are experiencing traumatic brain injury.  DU is a salient issue for military veterans and 
Iraqi civilians, but it should be understood as one of the many serious health issues facing 
veterans and one of a multitude of environmental health hazards present in Iraq. 
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