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***

In the middle of an intensifying controversy over whether western countries should supply
cluster bombs to Ukraine for use in the ongoing conflict, another issue that deserves serious
attention is that if cluster bombs are to be used for ‘liberating’ its own territory by Ukraine,
which is the stated aim for obtaining the supply of these deadly weapons by Ukraine from
western countries, then the use of  these weapons necessarily involves self-harm in the
context of longer-term impacts of cluster bombs.

This would be true for any weapons with serious longer-term adverse impacts, including
depleted uranium weapons, which too are being supplied by western countries to Ukraine.

When a  country  in  the  course  of  a  war  loses  some territory  and then announces  its
determination to liberate this territory, this implies that the people of this territory are
considered to be the equal citizens of this country whose welfare has to be protected.

However cluster weapons, which involve bombs exploding mid-air to disperse hundreds of
small but very painful and destructive bomblets, are inherently more likely to hit civilian and
unintended targets as well. What is even more important is that many of them remain
unexploded for a very long time and hence can cause a lot of civilian harms for several
years after the conflict is over, particularly to civilians. In particular these have proved very
devastating for innocent and unsuspecting children, despite many attempts having been
made to warn them regarding the need to stay away from suspicious objects. These high
risks have been widely documented for several countries like Laos where cluster bombs
were used widely and where these have continued to kill and disable people several years
later. It is in fact due to this that a very large number of countries, about 100 including
several NATO members, have signed the convention against cluster bombs.
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Now, if Ukraine uses these cluster bombs to ‘liberate’ its lost territories, this implies that
whether the liberation effort is successful or not, the cluster weapons will continue to inflict
serious harm for many, many years on people it considers to be its own, on land it considers
to be its own. Hence there is a serious contradiction and a serious question of self-harm
involved in any plans to use cluster weapons as a means of liberating own territories (as
distinct from attacking enemy lands).

As deadly weapons like cluster bombs are given by western countries to Ukraine mainly for
liberating territory  and often clearly  specifications are mentioned that  these are not  to  be
used for attacking Russia mainland, there is clearly a serious element of implied self-harm in
the  use  of  cluster  bombs  by  Ukraine.  Both  the  Ukraine  authorities  and  their  western
suppliers should seriously consider the self-harm part of the issue.

This is also applicable in the supply of depleted uranium ammunitions and in fact any
weapons and ammunition that have a serious long term adverse impact (on people, health
and environment). In the case of depleted uranium weapons there is a lot of documented
evidence regarding the longer-term serious impacts from places like Iraq and elsewhere
where these were widely used. There are some very painful reports. At the same time some
have stated that the harms may not be so serious. The balance of evidence tells us that the
impacts can be very harmful and painful and where such high risks exists, even if not
established at hundred per cent level, the manufacture, use and export of such terrible
weapons should be avoided. There are possibilities of soldiers using such weapons to attack
others also suffering long-term adverse health impacts.

The case of not using any weapons of longer term adverse impacts would be very strong in
the context of liberating territory and the implied longer-term harm to own people.

This aspect of self-harm of course is only one part of the wider debate on the supply of
cluster bombs and other deadly weapons to Ukraine by western countries. There are several
other reasons to question supply of these and in fact all weapons and instead concentrate
all  attention  and  efforts  on  bringing  peace  and  on  bringing  peace  only—starting  with
unconditional  ceasefire  (  so  as  to  stop  further  fighting  immediately)  followed  by  peace
negotiations  which  can  be  quite  prolonged  as  long  as  the  fighting  stops.
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