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“I can vividly remember the last day,” said 
Emerico Maria Laccetti, former colonel 
of the military division of the Italian Red 
Cross.
During the Kosovo War in 1999, he was 
stationed in Albania, just a few hundred 
meters from the border with Kosovo. He 
was the commander of a field hospital for 
refugees from the province, which at the 
time belonged to Serbia.
“We stood on containers and watched the 
bombings,” he said. “It was like a perverse 
New Year’s Eve fireworks display. Even at 
a distance, you could feel the air pressure, 
the shock waves going through your body. 
But no, we were not told about the spe-
cific dangers of the weapons being used.”
In March 1999, NATO’s Operation Allied 
Force intervened in the conflict between 
the Serbian state and the Albanian major-
ity population in Kosovo, which had been 
simmering for years. Over 78 days, the 
alliance flew missions with up to 1,000 
aircraft against Serbian security forces. 
According to official figures, over 28,000 
explosive devices were dropped, includ-
ing controversial uranium ammunition, 
which is suspected of causing cancer.
This ammunition contained a core of de-
pleted uranium (DU), with high explosive 
power due to its high density, three times 
denser than lead. It is therefore used pri-
marily against tanks and armored targets. 
Its impact can produce fine uranium dust, 
which continues to emit radiation and 
can cause health problems, for example, 
if it is inhaled.

NATO rejects cancer accusations 
In response to questions about the health 
risks posed by DU ammunition, NATO 
only gave a written statement. “We take 
health and environmental issues very se-
riously,” it said. 
In 2001, a committee on DU concluded 
that the use of DU ammunition in Koso-
vo “did not cause any lasting health risk 
to the population,” citing independent 
findings.
NATO refers to UN reports from 2014. 
“This is scientific evidence; it was reliable, 
and we stand by it,” the military alliance 
said in a statement.

However, this contradicts the rulings of 
Italian courts on lawsuits filed by approx-
imately 500 Kosovo War veterans who 
developed cancer after coming into con-
tact with depleted uranium ammunition.
Laccetti says he was aware that his field 
hospital in Morina, Albania, was located 
in a “hot zone,” close to an active conflict, 
during the NATO bombings — something 
that would always entail risk.
“What we were never told, however, was 
that certain types of ammunition can 
pose long-term danger, even if you are not 
directly hit — for example, from an un-
exploded ordnance nearby or from sub-
stances used in ammunition production.”

Triggering long-term illness
When Laccetti returned home in July 
1999, he experienced breathing difficul-
ties and went to the hospital to be exam-
ined. “The medical staff suddenly became 
very flustered,” he recalled.
Finally, a doctor showed him the image: 
“There was something in my lung mea-
suring 24-by-12-by-14 centimeters (9.4-by-
4.7-by-5.5 inches).” The then 36-year-old was 
diagnosed with a very aggressive malig-
nant tumor.
Laccetti was initially treated successfully, 
but in 2008, he fell ill with cancer again. 
The results of the tissue examination 
were alarming. “They found an extraor-
dinary amount of perfectly round ceramic 
particles — as if I had been standing in a 
blast furnace.” 
The conclusion was clear: “These parti-

cles had become lodged in my body over 
many years and could cause new damage 
through migration or inflammation.”

Successful lawsuits in Italy
Laccetti learned of other soldiers of the 
same age who had been stationed near-
by and received similar diagnoses. He 
contacted lawyer Angelo Tartaglia, who 
represented those affected.
Approximately 500 military personnel 
successfully sued the state of Italy. Among 
them was Laccetti, whom a court in Rome 
certified in 2009 as a victim because he 
had fulfilled his military duties. The court 
awarded him compensation.
After the Kosovo War, a commission of 
the Italian Ministry of Defense investi-
gated a possible link between DU expo-
sure and cancer. It found a statistically 
significant increase in the incidence 
of non-Hodgkin lymphoma, a group of 
blood cancers, among affected soldiers. 
However, other studies, such as a WHO 
report from the same year, found no clear 
evidence of a direct link between DU and 
individual cases of disease.

Difficult to prove a cancer link
For Wim Zwijnenburg, a member of the 
International Coalition to Ban Uranium 
Weapons (ICBUW), the case is clear-cut.
“The judge recognized that the Italian 
state had a duty of care, which is why 
compensation was awarded,” explained 
Zwijnenburg, who has been investigating 
the use and consequences of DU for over 

16 years.
“My conclusion is it is extremely difficult 
to make a definitive statement,” he ad-
mits, because depleted uranium only has 
an effect when it enters the body, usual-
ly in the form of fine dust particles that 
are inhaled. “But the exact amount that 
people actually absorb has never been 
properly measured. There are very few 
reliable long-term studies.”
The causes of cancer are often difficult to 
pinpoint. Unhealthy lifestyles, environ-
mental influences, genetic predisposition, 
and many other factors contribute to the 
number of cases.
“It’s difficult to prove,” says Zwijnenburg. 
“Have those affected ever touched a DU 
grenade or been near a contaminated 
tank? Uranium can take a year to pene-
trate the skin. Doctors cannot make any 
claims if it is not completely clear. People 
are looking for a clear cause, but the real-
ity is far more complex.”

Did NATO do enough to clean up 
Kosovo?
In 2002, the United Nations passed a res-
olution obliging countries to inform af-
fected states after the use of uranium am-
munition and to assist in the cleanup of 
contaminated areas. It is unclear to what 
extent NATO fulfilled this responsibility in 
Kosovo — the NATO peacekeeping force 
KFOR, which has been stationed there 
since the end of the fighting to secure 
peace, does not provide any information.
Visits to the sites show that the pop-
ulation in many regions of Kosovo is 
unaware of the potential risks, and de-
contamination measures have not been 
carried out, except at one site in the west 
of the country, in the village of Lugbunari 
near Gjakova.
“NATO could be criticized for using these 
weapons,” said expert Wim Zwijnenburg, 
“but even more so for not carrying out 
clean-up operations after the war. There 
are clear protection protocols for soldiers 
— but for civilians? Nothing. It is unac-
ceptable to use toxic ammunition and 
then simply turn away.”
Officially, the material that DU ammu-
nition is made of is classified as low- to 
medium-level radioactive waste. But, Zwi-
jnenburg said, “In humid climates such 
as the Balkans, shells can corrode and 
disintegrate, leaving behind dangerous 
residues.” 
The risk doesn’t fade with time either, as 
the half-life of uranium is almost infinite. 
For Zwijnenburg, this is evidence of the 
states’ double standards.
“If such a grenade were to be found in 
a Dutch park, the area would be cor-
doned off. Special forces in protective 
suits would place the grenade in a lead 
container and store it safely.” So when it 
comes to their own population, risks are 
taken extremely seriously — but else-
where, they are not.
Laccetti is disappointed that his case and 
those of many other veterans have not 
brought about any fundamental changes. 
“Depleted uranium ammunition is still le-
gal. We have tried in every conceivable way 
to ban it, like cluster munitions or anti-per-
sonnel mines,” he said. “We have failed.”
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on Deutsche Welle.
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There was a very aggressive 
malignant tumor in my lung 
measuring 24-by-12-by-14 
centimeters (9.4-by-4.7-
by-5.5 inches). Years later, 
in 2008, they also found 
an extraordinary amount 
of perfectly round ceramic 
particles — as if I had been 
standing in a blast furnace. 
These particles had 
become lodged in my body 
over many years and could 
cause new damage through 
migration or inflammation.

Early Day Motions to the British Parlia-
ment in 2016, 2017, and 2018. These 
motions were signed by close to 100 UK 
parliamentarians.
Here is the text of one of these Mo-
tions: “That this House recognizes the 
problem of toxic contamination of war 
zones, particularly in Iraq, notes the 
research presented in March 2018 by 
Dr. Mozhgan Savabieasfahani at the 
European Environment Foundation 
expresses concern at reports of urani-
um and thorium contamination in the 
tissues of children living near the US 
military base in the ancient city of Ur 
[a major Sumerian city-state in ancient Mesopo-
tamia, located at the site of modern Tell el-Muqay-

yar in Dhi Qar Governorate, southern Iraq], with 
those children being seven times more 
likely to have birth defects; [and] further 
notes a 2015 resolution by the Amer-
ican Public Health Association stating 
that parties involved in military activ-
ities have a post-conflict responsibility 
to decontaminate polluted areas; and 
calls on the Government to work with 
the US Administration to clean up areas 
polluted by allied military forces and 
assist the Iraqi people with remedial 
health care.”
Basically, this demands that those who 
have committed ecocides in our region 
take responsibility for cleaning them up.
Many then ask whether it is possible to 

clean up environmental pollution of this 
scale. My answer is that we certainly can, 
if, as a society, we refuse to spend our re-
sources on war and genocide and, instead, 
invest those billions of dollars each year 
in environmental restoration, remedia-
tion, and cleanup. The technology for such 
large-scale cleanup certainly exists; what 
we need is the public will to implement it.
It is worth mentioning that, in addi-
tion to bombings, Israel has on several 
occasions been using aerial crop-dust-
er planes to spray Gaza with toxic, 
crop-killing herbicides such as Glypho-
sate (Roundup), Oxyfluorfen (Oxygal), and 
Diuron (Diurex).
Between 2018 and 2020, Bayer, the pro-

ducer of Roundup, paid $11 billion in 
lawsuits related to its use in the United 
States.
All these compounds are carcinogens 
and endocrine-disrupting chemicals 
that primarily affect the nervous and re-
productive systems. The fact that these 
herbicides and pollutants from bombs, 
missiles, and artillery eventually end up 
in water supplies and food has been ac-
knowledged by many scientists, includ-
ing the UN Environment Programme, 
which has expressed serious concern.
Reports of crop and human health dam-
age have been emerging since 2020 via 
Euro-Med Rights, an organization not 
funded by any US entity.

Overall, from the perspective of an envi-
ronmental toxicologist, these assaults on 
Palestinians and their lands can be sum-
marized as ecocide. These pollutants 
individually increase the risk of cancer 
and reproductive damage in human pop-
ulations, and collectively, their damage 
could be greatly magnified.
We do not know how many tons of 
these herbicides Israel has dropped 
on Gaza. However, if the United States’ 
spraying of Agent Orange in Vietnam 
is any guide, it is likely to have been 
a significant amount. This is particu-
larly concerning given that all these 
herbicides are supplied to Israel by the 
United States.

An American fighter jet is being armed with 
bombs containing depleted uranium aboard 
the USS Kearsarge in the Adriatic Sea off 
the coast of Albania on March 7, 1999. The 
bombs were later used in Kosovo.
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The photo shows a site in the village of 
Pllenaje in Kosovo where an American 
project is supposedly underway to clean up 
areas contaminated after the use of depleted 
uranium ammunition by NATO in 1999.
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