
Mark DEMESMAEKER, MEP 
 

Before I will talk about the challenges of ordnance disposal at sea, let me first take you back 
100 years ago to the First World War. In my own country, in Flanders fields, we experienced 
the horror of modern warfare. It was a war in which killing happened on an industrial scale. 
A war in which it did not matter whether you were an experienced soldier or a new arrival 
to the front line; shells dropping from the sky killed indiscriminately.  
 
One of the inventions of that war was the large-scale use of chemical weapons. First used in 
Ypres on April 22 1915, more than 150 tonnes of chlorine gas were released against Allied 
soldiers. 2500 soldiers suffered from gas attacks that day and there were 1000 casualties. By 
1918, the last year of the war, an estimated 25% of all ammunition fired contained 
chemicals.   
 
In Flanders, we are still faced with the toxic legacy of that war. Every year hundreds of 
armaments are discovered on former battlefields to the point that today, a dedicated 
specialized army bomb squad collects and destroys about 150 tonnes of ammunition 
annually. These shells are discovered in numerous ways: farm-work, renovations of old 
buildings, road construction or by simply being pushed to the surface by tree roots. 
Occasionally devices are set off accidentally, resulting in injury or the loss of human life.  
 
Unexploded weapons found on land are generally safely disposed of and the risks involved 
have been reduced to a minimum. Once found, explosives are centrally collected. The 
conventional shells are detonated in controlled explosions. Chemical weapons are 
destroyed in a process involving freezing and either detonated in a vacuum chamber or 
burned in specially equipped furnaces. The disposal procedure for ordnance found on land 
has been fine-tuned over a period of 100 years and authorities today are aware of all the 
risks involved.  
 
The same can’t be said about unexploded ordnance disposed of at sea. We are only at the 
preliminary stage of devising safe procedures for removal of such ordnance despite the 
potential risk this ordnance poses to humans and the marine environment.  
 
I would like to elaborate on two major factors that complicate this task: 
 
First, KNOWLEDGE. Only limited documentation exists in relation to the magnitude and 
content of the dumpsites. We should bear in mind that most of these dumpsites were 
created in the chaos that followed the world wars. Some sites have been abandoned in the 
past only to be rediscovered many years later. Although information has been gained in 
recent years, I believe that more active efforts should be made in order to get a better 
picture of the current status of dumpsites. Furthermore, the volatile nature of the marine 
environment makes every attempt to monitor and mitigate the risks of unexploded 
ordnance at sea much more difficult. Changing seafloors, the currents, storms; all these can 
alter the conditions of ordnance and affect shell corrosion and potential leakage of 
dangerous chemicals. Nevertheless, I’m confident we can improve our knowledge of the 
status of dumpsites and minimise risks using advances in technology. Autonomous 
Underwater Vehicles equipped with chemical and optical sensors, for example, could help 



us identify the status of dumpsites more effectively. As far as I am concerned, better 
knowledge of the conditions of our dumpsites is absolutely crucial in order to implement 
the most effective dumpsite management. Therefore, we must, devise and validate long-
term monitoring strategies.    
 
Secondly, I would like to stress the complex nature the task ahead. Unlike munition found 
on land, that which is found at sea is generally not scattered across the seabed but has been 
dumped in concentrated locations. Therefore, developing strategies, which minimize the 
risks associated with attempts to remove ordnance, are more difficult. The decision to clear 
an active dumpsite would require an in-depth analysis of all possible consequences. I believe 
a removal should only be undertaken after a robust cost-benefit analysis and every removal 
operation must adhere to strict protocol. But to be effective in disposing of ordnance 
dumped in the sea, we need to start trying. Only by actively trying and testing new disposal 
methods will we be able to gain practical experience. We should therefore commit to 
building capacity now, so that we will be able to successfully dispose of unexploded 
munition at sea sooner than later. 
 
To conclude, I believe that the European Union can play a key role. Through the promotion 
of information sharing and the dissemination of best practice. But equally by being a 
catalyst in pioneering solutions. I will, therefore use my prerogatives as a Member of the 
European Parliament to initiate such measures. 
 
I believe that we should be united in tackling this toxic legacy of both world wars. The 
potential threat to our marine ecosystems and risks to human health are too important to 
be ignored. We share the same challenges, whether in the Baltic Sea, the Adriatic or the 
North Sea. Let’s be united in this matter by taking action and finding new solutions.  


