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Human Rights Now (HRN) urges the United Nations Human Rights Council to conduct impartial 
investigations by an independent inquiry of the UN on human rights violations in Iraq that happened during 
the invasion and occupation by the coalition forces. A decade after the 2003 Iraq War, investigations of 
health consequences associated with toxic weapons such as depleted uranium remain insufficient. It is crucial 
to identify those who are accountable in accordance with international human rights standards, international 
humanitarian law, and the “polluter pays” principle in international environmental law. 
 
Introduction 
 
This year marks the tenth anniversary of the 2003 Iraq War. Since the invasion, the US/UK led 
coalition/occupying forces and the Iraqi authorities failed to fulfil their obligation to protect people’s rights to 
life and health, causing devastating results of people’s life and health in Iraq.  
 
 
Grave Human Rights Violations during the War and Occupation in Iraq 
 
Atrocities in Iraq have been devastating. Researchers of Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health 
in the US calculated that about 655,000 Iraqis died as a consequence of the Iraq War in 2003.[1] The World 
Health Organization (WHO) estimated 151,000 violent deaths in Iraq from March 2003 through June 
2006.[2] Classified Pentagon files released by WikiLeaks recorded over an estimated 66,000 civilians were 
killed during the Iraq War between 2004 and 2009.[3] 
 
Various reports have described grave violations of international human rights and humanitarian law by 
occupying forces in Iraq. For example, US attacks on Fallujah in April and November 2004 were widely 
reported to include alleged war crimes, direct attacks against the civilian population, use of white 
phosphorous weapons on civilians, and a denial of citizen’s access to hospitals.[4] It has been reported that 
coalition forces employed inhuman, indiscriminate or toxic weapons such as depleted uranium weapons, 
cluster bombs and white phosphorous munitions in civilian urban areas without any protective measures to 
minimize harm to civilians.[5] It has been also reported that use of these weapons caused significant numbers 
of civilian deaths, as well as critical impacts on human health even after the war.[6] Further, it is well 
established that the US military committed abusive treatment against Iraq detainees at Abu Ghraib and other 
prisons, such as physical abuses and humiliation, which constitute torture and inhuman treatment.[7] 
 
However, most of the alleged human rights violations have not yet been properly investigated by US 
domestic authorities, nor their perpetrators brought to justice, in particular those at the top commanders’ 
decision-making level, while victims are still suffering physical harms without any reparations. Neither have 
these violations been sufficiently and comprehensively investigated by any UN independent inquiry.  
 
Human Rights Now (HRN) calls for impartial investigations of violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law during the invasion and occupation by coalition forces by an independent inquiry of the UN 
to ensure justice, accountability, non-recurrence and adequate reparation for all victims.[8] 
 
Epidemic of Congenital Birth Defects in Iraqi Cities 
 
HRN is particularly concerned about the ongoing and future health and life risks to Iraqis caused by toxic 
wastes from the armed conflict. The 2003 Iraq War led to a significant release of toxic materials into the 
environment that continues to put the life and health of children in particular at risk. In the years following 
the war, there has been an epidemic of congenital birth defects in Iraq cities.  
 
Iraqi physicians have expressed serious concern to the international community about the prevalence of birth 
defects through various media. The Independent reported that “Iraqi doctors in Fallujah have complained 
since 2005 of being overwhelmed by the number of babies with serious birth defects, ranging from a girl 
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born with two heads to paralysis of the lower limbs. They said they were also seeing far more cancers than 
they did before the battle for Fallujah between US troops and insurgents.”[9] 
 
Samira Alaan, a physician of Fallujah General Hospital, reported research finding congenital malformations 
in 15% of all births in Fallujah, Iraq since 2003, concluding that “the high prevalence of birth defects in 
Fallujah is impairing the population’s health and its capacity to care for the surviving children” and “[t]hese 
defects could be due to environmental contaminants which are known components of modern 
weaponry.”[10] Prevailing studies maintain that depleted uranium (DU) munitions used by US and UK 
troops contributed to the epidemic of congenital birth defects and rise in cancers, such as Busby, Hamdam, 
Ariabi (2010) which concluded that “enriched Uranium exposure is either a primary cause or related to the 
cause of the congenital anomaly and cancer increase” in Fallujah from 2005 to 2009.[11] 
 
The specific quantities and placements of DU munitions used in the 2003 Iraq War have not been identified 
at present due to the US government not releasing such information, despite the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) requirement to release the data.[12] A 2010 UN General Assembly resolution called for 
DU user-states to reveal quantitative and geographic data in the use and the amounts of DU to affected 
governments upon their request.[13] The UK Ministry of Defense (UK MOD) indicated that less than one ton 
of DU ammunition was used during the 1991 Gulf war and approximately 1.9 tons of DU in the 2003 Iraq 
war. The total amount of DU munitions used during the 2003 conflict is speculated to be from 170 to 1,700 
metric tons.[14] However, the total amount remains unknown. 
 
Ten years after the 2003 Iraq War, there has not been sufficient investigation of the health consequences 
associated with DU munitions in Iraq by independent international organizations such as UN bodies. The Iraq 
Ministry of Health and WHO have conducted a survey of increased birth defects in Iraq to be published in 
early 2013; however, the relationship between birth defects and DU was not surveyed.[15] 
 
In order to prevent further loss of life and health, it is urgent to investigate the sources and spread of birth 
defects, identify causes, establish effective public health policies and medical care, and provide appropriate 
compensation for victims. It is important to identify who to hold accountable in accordance with international 
human rights standards and international humanitarian law, as well as the “polluter pays” principle in 
international environmental law.  
 
Recommendations 
 
HRN recommends the Human Rights Council take the following actions in light of these facts and issues: 

• Request the government of Iraq to establish an independent inquiry into the health situation of the 
civilian population in Fallujah; 

• Require the US and UK governments to release quantitative and geographic information on DU use 
in Iraq; 
 

• Request the US and UK governments investigate human rights abuses in the Iraq War, and uphold 
their obligations under international law toward ongoing violations; 

• Request relevant UN special rapporteurs to investigate matters associated with the epidemic of 
congenital birth defects in Iraq such as causation, prevention, remedy, accountability, and victims’ 
needs; 

• Create a new mandate within the special procedure under the Human Rights Council to investigate 
all human rights violations associated with the use of inhuman, indiscriminate and toxic weapons in 
armed conflict. 
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