30-year-old bombs still very deadly in Laos
By Paul Wiseman, USA TODAY
http://www.usatoday.com/news/world/2003-12-11-laos-bombs_x.htm
SAVANNAKHET, Laos — With their parents working in the rice paddies and nothing much to do in the village, 7-year-old Dam Somphone and his two friends decided to go into the forest to look for a bomb.
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	Two Laotian boys play with a soccer ball in an area where collected bomb canisters used during the Vietnam War have been rusting for years.
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It didn't take long to find one. Savannakhet is the most heavily bombed province in one of the most heavily bombed countries in the history of warfare. About 150 yards into the jungle, the boys spotted an unexploded bomblet from a U.S. cluster bomb dropped here during the Vietnam War.

Dam was happy. He wanted to see something go boom. He picked up the bomblet, which was the size of a tennis ball, and carried it back to the village. His friends ran away, but Dam was fearless. He hurled the BLU-63 bomblet against a board. When nothing happened, he picked it up and threw it again. This time, the bomblet detonated, sending dozens of metal fragments flying in all directions. They slashed into Dam's face, his shoulder, his knee and his abdomen, slicing his liver and small intestine.

"Nobody thought he would live," says his father, Pho Somphone, 33.

Dam survived after more than a month in a hospital across the border in Thailand. Now 9, Dam has recovered physically. But he has trouble sleeping. His confidence is gone. He spends a lot of time sitting silently in the gloom of his family's hut in Lampoi village.

Three decades after the bombing stopped, two or three Laotians are killed every month and another six or seven are maimed by unexploded ordnance, called UXO, left over from the war.

Cluster bombs, known here as "bombies," account for about half the unexploded ordnance on the ground and most of the casualties. Since the bombing ended in 1973, 5,700 Laotians have been killed and 5,600 injured by UXO. Through the end of August, 14 of the 30 Laotians reported killed this year and 33 of the 58 injured by UXO have been children.
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		The presence of unexploded cluster bomblets and other ordnance limits economic development in Laos, one of the poorest countries in Asia. Some economic and social indicators for Laos, the region and the USA (all data for 2002 except as noted):

Population 

Laos

5.5 million

East Asia-Pacific 

1.8 billion

USA 

288 million

Life expectancy 

Laos 

54.5 years 

East Asia-Pacific 

69.4 years

USA 

78 years

Illiteracy 

(Ages 15+ that can't read) 

Laos 

33.6% 

East Asia-Pacific

12.7%

USA 

3%

Annual per capita income 

Laos 

$310

East Asia-Pacific 

$950

USA 

$37,600

Infant mortality 

(deaths per 1,000 live births) 

Laos 

87 (2001) 

East Asia-Pacific 

33 

USA 

7 (2001)

Telephone lines 

(fixed line and mobile per 1,000 people)

Laos 

15 (2001)

East Asia-Pacific 

207 (2001)

USA 

1,118 (2001)

Sources: World Bank; CIA's World Factbook 2003
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Cluster bombs contain dozens, even hundreds, of submunitions the size of tennis balls, soft drink cans or D batteries. The submunitions, or bomblets, are scattered over a wide area and are intended to explode on impact. The problem is a high percentage — experts estimate up to 30% in Laos — of bomblets don't go off. Hidden under bushes or buried in the ground, they can detonate if someone touches them, or never explode.

Critics call them de facto land mines. Activist groups such as Human Rights Watch have demanded a cluster bomb ban or a moratorium on their use until the problems with them are resolved. The debate flared again this year when the U.S. military used cluster munitions to attack Iraqi forces in cities and towns. What happened in Laos shows how cluster bombs can continue to kill years after a war is over. But the situation in Laos is worse than in Iraq, where U.S. forces used far fewer cluster bombs with much lower dud rates than the ones used in the Vietnam War.

Cutting supply lines in war
This impoverished, landlocked country endured one of history's heaviest bombing campaigns. From 1964 through 1973, the United States flew 580,000 bombing runs over Laos — one every 9 minutes for 10 years. More than 2 million tons of ordnance was unloaded on the countryside, double the amount dropped on Nazi Germany in World War II. "Certainly, on a per-capita basis, Laos remains the most heavily bombed nation in the history of warfare," says Martin Stuart-Fox, a historian at Queensland University in Australia and author of A History of Laos.

The U.S. bombing was designed to cut North Vietnamese supply lines that looped into Laos on a route to communist forces in South Vietnam and Cambodia; the trail was designed to bypass the demilitarized zone that separated North and South Vietnam during the war. The bombing runs also supported Laotian government forces fighting a losing battle against communist Pathet Lao rebels and their North Vietnamese allies.

Edwin Moise, a Vietnam War historian at Clemson University in South Carolina, says there was logic behind the relentless bombing. "Massive use of air power to try to choke off an enemy supply line makes good military sense, especially since there was very little civilian population in the areas in question," he says. By relying on air power, the United States did not have to commit ground troops.

Cluster bombs were the weapon of choice. They could penetrate the jungle canopy and cover several football fields' worth of ground. The bombing runs were designed to wipe out convoys or enemy troops beneath the trees. The United States dropped 80 million cluster bomblets on Laos. Ten percent to 30% did not explode, leaving 8 million to 24 million scattered across the country; 15 of Laos' 18 provinces are contaminated with UXO. In the northern Xiangkhoang province, grazing water buffalo have eaten dud submunitions and exploded.

Leftovers lethal
Savannakhet, a province of 672,000 in southern Laos, was hit hardest. U.S. B-52s were drawn here by the Ho Chi Minh Trail, which snaked through the province. A gravel road follows a river along what used to be the old Communist supply route. The roadside is pitted with craters left by American bombs, now filled with muddy water and populated by ducks. Residents of the riverside village of Kengkhuep have put war remnants to ingenious use: Napalm bomb casings serve as canoes; BLU-26 canisters as lanterns; and old bomb shells as stilts propping up houses of wood and straw.

But the leftovers can still be lethal. In March, three Kengkhuep boys, ages 10 to 12, picked up a BLU-26 submunition — the most common bomblet in Laos — and tried to crack it open. They wanted to use the pellets inside in their slingshots or rifles. Maybe they'd zap a frog and get something to eat. Their prying detonated the bomblet. The explosion sent the pellets ripping into their bodies and killed all three.

Children seem to find bombies irresistible, especially the BLU-24/B, nicknamed "orange" for its spherical shape. The Laotian government's bomb cleanup agency, UXO Lao, is trying to teach kids to stay away from unexploded ordnance, no matter how colorful. But it can be a tough sell. Says UXO Lao spokesman Bounpheng Sisavath: "It looks like food, an orange or an apple. They play; it explodes."

At a school in Savannakhet's Atsaphangthong district, UXO Lao staffers lead elementary and middle school children in songs about the dangers of unexploded ordnance and put on a puppet show about a little boy who loses an eye in a bombie explosion. They teach children to be careful playing soccer, cutting the grass, tending the garden and going into the forest to hunt for frogs and crickets (both staples of the Lao diet). But when a staffer asks whether they'd follow a friend who picked up a bombie, several students ignore the hint and answer candidly: "Yes." The UXO Lao team members shake their heads and smile sadly.

Victims often stumble upon bombies. An 8-year-old Savannakhet boy was killed in August when he hit a hidden cluster bomblet with a stick he was using to probe for frogs in the forest.

Economics also drive Laotians, young and old, toward reckless behavior. Recycling old ordnance has become a big business in Laos, one of the poorest countries in Asia. Scrap metal dealers, many from neighboring Vietnam, offer 2,000 kip (about 20 cents) per bombie and sometimes lend scavengers metal detectors to scour the forests for unexploded ordnance. "UXO is seen as a cash crop," UXO Lao concluded in a 2002 study.

Some parents send their kids into the forest in search of dud bombs. In a country where farm families earn less than $2 a day, the potential income is seductive. "For many of them, it's survival. If they don't do it, they don't have rice," says Didier Bertrand, a researcher with the humanitarian group Handicap International. In a study of the Savannakhet village Tam Luang last year, UXO Lao found only three of 71 households produced enough rice to live on.

There would be more rice to go around if farmers didn't have to worry about unexploded ordnance buried in the brush. Cultivating new land is risky. Savannakhet rice farmer Songkan, 35, learned the hard way. He was trying to clear land for his crop in mid-August when his hoe hit what turned out to be a BLU-26 cluster bomblet, buried about 8 inches deep in mud.
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		Cluster bomb: A bomb that contains dozens of smaller explosives and is dropped by aircraft.

BLU-24 (BLU stands for "bomb live unit"): A submunition packed into U.S. cluster bombs and used in the Vietnam War. They are nicknamed "oranges" because of their spherical shape. BLU-24s, which are attractive to children, can detonate when they are handled or moved.

BLU-26: A submunition packed into U.S. cluster bombs and used in the Vietnam War. The BLU-26 is the most common bomblet found unexploded in Laos.

Dud: A bomb that may not have been armed properly and will not explode.

Submunition (also called a bomblet): A small explosive packed in a larger bomb that separates from it before impact.

UXO: Unexploded ordnance. A bomb or munition that is dropped, fired or launched but does not explode as intended. UXO can pose a hazard to civilians years after a war is over. 
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"I didn't know that underground there was a bombie," says Songkan, who uses one name. It exploded. Twelve metal fragments hit him, five in the face. His hands were shattered. He probably won't be able to work this year. He's sold $50 worth of gold jewelry he had set aside for emergencies to pay his medical bills and other expenses. Songkan still owes another $50 in medical bills. That's nearly two months' income. How is he going to support himself, his wife and his three children until he returns to work? "I have no idea," Songkan says with a wan smile.

UXO limits farming
Outside the Savannakhet village of Haise, Phousavien Phetdonxay, 40, owns about 5 hectares (about 12 acres) of land. But he only farms one. "We want to extend our land, but we cannot. We have to wait for the (UXO Lao) clearance team," to remove any unexploded ordnance.

"It's a very sad legacy of the Vietnam War," says Finn Reske-Nielsen, Laos the United Nations Development Program's representative. "UXO inhibits development in rural areas. It is difficult to cultivate new land because you don't know what it contains. It slows the building of new roads and schools and clinics."

Clearance is painstaking work. UXO Lao team members rope off sections of a field 1 yard wide and 25 yards long, then search with metal detectors. When the detectors start to whine, the workers probe the ground and slowly dig out what they can. Often, they find fragments of exploded munitions. When they come across unexploded ordnance, they stop digging, mark the spot with measuring sticks painted red and wait for demolition squads. Some unexploded ordnance can be moved safely to demolition grounds, where it can be destroyed with dynamite or C-4. Bombies, which are too volatile to move, usually are destroyed on the spot.

Since UXO Lao started its work in 1996, it has cleared nearly 10,000 acres of land — about 16 square miles in a country that is more than 90,000 square miles. UXO Lao also has destroyed a half million pieces of ordnance, half of which were cluster submunitions. It expects to clear another 2,000 acres this year.

The United States, which spent $9 million a day (in today's dollars) bombing Laos for 10 years, last year contributed $1 million to UXO Lao. That was 26% of the agency's budget and more than any other country contributed. Douglas Hartwick, U.S. ambassador to Laos, says he wishes the United States could pay more.

The limitations aren't all financial. Like other donor countries, the United States wants to see reforms in the bureaucratic way the communist Laotian government runs the cleanup program. "We ought to help as much as we can," Hartwick says. "But I want to make it intelligent, efficient help."

Even a bigger budget wouldn't solve UXO Lao's problems. Experts here, noting that unexploded bombs from World War I still turn up in Belgium, doubt that this little country will ever be free of cluster bombs. "Many people ask me how long this project will go on. I say, 50 years, 100 years," UXO Lao director Bounpone Sayasenh says. "The bombies are everywhere.

