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[raqi Birth Defects and the WHO Report

Abstract

Since the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, epidemics of birth defects and cancers are rising in many Iraqi
cities. In 2012, the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Iraqi Ministry of Health (MoH) undertook a
large-scale epidemiological study to determine the prevalence of birth defects in the Iraqi population. A report
which appeared on the WHO website in September 2013, claims that "The rates for spontaneous abortion,
stillbirths and congenital birth defects found in the [Iraq ] study are consistent with or even lower than international
estimates.” This article discusses the severe shortcomings of this report and questions its reliability .
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The results of a collaborative study on the prevalence of birth defects in Iraq has appeared on the
World Health Organization’s (WHO) website (1). This study was co-funded by the WHO and
the Iraqi Ministry of Health (MoH). The joint investigation started in May-June 2012 and the
results were scheduled to be released in early 2013. However, its publication was delayed several
times. Last summer, repeated petitions were sent to the WHO and MoH. Following these
demands the report finally appeared on the WHO website on September 11" 2013. The aim of
the study was to examine the prevalence of congenital birth defects in a number of
geographically dispersed areas of Iraq, which were exposed to bombardment or heavy fighting,
or were unexposed.

This investigation was initiated following widespread public alarm over unusual increases in
poor reproductive and birth outcomes in Iraq after the U.S.-led invasion. Across Iraq, increasing
numbers of birth defects are surfacing, including in Mosul, Al-Ramadi, Najaf, Fallujah, Basrah,
Hawijah, and Baghdad. In some provinces, cancers also are rising (2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8). Sterility,
repeated miscarriages, stillbirths and severe birth defects -- some never described in any medical
books (9) -- are reported widely.

Damning evidence of birth defects was referenced in a BBC documentary, which aired in March
2013, entitled ""Born Under a Bad Sign’ (10). A senior official of the MoH, told the BBC: "All
studies done by the Ministry of Health prove with damning evidence that there has been a rise in
birth defects and cancers" in Iraq.

The September report declares "no clear evidence" for any abnormality in rates of "spontaneous
abortions", "stillbirths", or "congenital birth defects" in Iraq. “Damning evidence" for a rise in
birth defects is reversed to "no clear evidence"? Experts have received this abrupt change in the
conclusions of this study with suspicion (11). "

Major criticisms of the report include its anonymity. No authors or responsible offices are
identified by the report. The dramatic reversal of the results is also alarming. Even though data
analysis is prone to variations in output, which can lead to potential changes in conclusions, for a
change of this magnitude extensive data manipulation must have taken place. How and why the
data was manipulated to render such drastically different results remains unknown to the reader.
The report fails to provide information on exposure status. High exposure and low exposure
groups are not identified, making any comparisons between participants impossible.

The “methods” also appear to have major shortcomings. Selection bias issues cannot be ruled
out from the information provided in the report. Misclassification and measurement errors may
be contributing to the unreliability of this WHO report on Iraqi birth defects.

The WHO's history of suppressing information from Iraq (12) offers no comfort. Dr Keith
Baverstock, the lead author of a WHO report linking the US and UK use of depleted uranium in
Iraq to long-term health risks, says that his report was 'deliberately suppressed' (11).

Hans von Sponeck, former UN Assistant Secretary-General, told Radio New Zealand, on Sunday
22 September 2013, that the WHO-released report on birth defects was “whitewashed” (13).



Iraqi doctors, and the Iraqi public, have repeatedly asked for help in dealing with birth defects. A
Google search for “Iraqi Birth Defects” generates over a million and half results.

Who will respond to the Iraqi population? What is our responsibility towards the people of Iraq?
References:

1- Summary report on the congenital birth defects study in Iraq. On the web at: http://www.emro.who.int/irq/iraq-
news/summary-report-on-the-congenital-birth-defects-study-in-iraq.html

2- Fathi RA, Matti LY, Al-Salih HS, Godbold D. 2013 Environmental pollution by depleted uranium in Iraq with
special reference to Mosul and possible effects on cancer and birth defect rates. Med Confl Surviv. 29(1):7-25.

3- Al-Ani ZR, Al-Hiali SJ, Al-Mehimdi SM. 2010 Neural tube defects among neonates delivered in Al-Ramadi
Maternity and Children's Hospital, western Iraq. Saudi Med J. 31(2):163-169.

4- Chulov M. Iraq littered with high levels of nuclear and dioxin contamination, study finds. theguardian.com,
Friday 22 January 2010. On the web at: http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/jan/22/irag-nuclear-contaminated-
sites

5- Human Rights Now, 2013 “Innocent New Lives are Still Dying and Suffering Report of a Fact Finding Mission
on congenital birth defects in Fallujah, Iraq in 2013”
http://www.brussellstribunal.org/article view.asp?id=1016#.UggHoJIsltk

6- Al-Sabbak M, Sadik Ali S, Savabi O, Savabi G, Dastgiri S, Savabieasfahani M. 2012, Metal Contamination and
the Epidemic of Congenital Birth Defects in Iraqi Cities. Bull Environ Contam Toxicol 89(5): 937-944.

7- Right to Heal: Iraqi Civilians Join U.S. Veterans in New Effort to Recover from War’s Devastation. Democracy
Now, a daily independent global news hour. Aired on Wednesday, March 20, 2013 on the web at:
http://www.democracynow.org/2013/3/20/right to heal iraqi civilians join

8- Jabr R. 2011 Fetal teratogenic cases associated with lead in some Baghdad's regions: Birth defect, Cases
associated with environmental pollution with lead in some Baghdad's districts LAP LAMBERT Academic
Publishing Media.

9- Ten Years Later, U.S. Has Left Iraq with Mass Displacement & Epidemic of Birth Defects, Cancers. Democracy
Now, a daily independent global news hour. Aired on Wednesday, March 20, 2013 on the web at:
http://www.democracynow.org/2013/3/20/ten_years_later us_has_left

10- BBC News “Our World”, Born Under a Bad Sign. Duration 30 minutes. Produced by Yalda Hakim and Melanie
Marshall. Aired on Sunday 24 Mar, 2013. Web address:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-W5TvnYaeN4

11- Cromwell D, 19 SEPTEMBER 2013 ‘Damning Evidence’ Becomes ‘No Clear Evidence’: Much-Delayed
Report On Congenital Birth Defects In Iraq. On the web at: http://www.medialens.org/index.php/alerts/alert-

archive/alerts-2013/741-damning-evidence-becomes-no-clear-evidence-much-delayed-report-on-congenital-birth-

defects-in-iraq.html

12- Dyer O, Nov 11, 2006, WHO suppressed evidence on effects of depleted uranium, expert says BMJ
v.333(7576). On the web at:
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1635642/

13- Wayne Brittenden's Counterpoint - a new WHO report. Originally aired on Sunday Morning, Sunday 22
September 2013. On the web at:



http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/programmes/sunday/audio/2570147/wayne-brittenden%27s-counterpoint-a-ne w-
who-report




	Class, Race and Corporate Power
	2013

	Iraqi Birth Defects and the WHO Report
	mozhgan Savabieasfahani
	Recommended Citation

	Iraqi Birth Defects and the WHO Report
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Creative Commons License


	Microsoft Word - 358514-text.native.1381418385.docx

