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t sounds like something out of science fiction: a
weapon made of concentrated light. A weapon
whose purpose is to blind. But the machinery de-
scnibed n science fiction has a habit of becoming
real. And in the 1990s. btinding laser weapons are on
the verge of tuming from fantasy into military fact.

“The technology is around now,” says Myron L.
Wolbarsht. a professor of ophthalmology at Duke Uni-
versity in North Carolina. “Laser weapons could be
given 1o individual infantrymen as an attachment to a
nifle. They won't be very heavy and, if you mass-pro-
duce them. they won't be very expensive, either.”

The U.S. is known to have at least 10 laser-weapons
systems under developmeni. One of them, the LCMS,
can be mounied on an M-16 rifle: it"s powerful enough
to destroy vision from a range of 1.000 metres. The

U.S. has already spent more than $100 million on the -

LCMS alone. )
France. Britain, Germany., Israel. Russia and other
former Soviet republics have also been experimenting

with laser weapons. As for China, it recently began

marketing a4 “portable_ laser disturber”at Asian arms
“bazaars.

The Chinese system weighs 33 kilograms: despite its
name. therefore. it's not as portable as a couple of the
American prototypes. But the desired effect is similar
“hy means of high-powered laser pulses, to injure or
dizzy the eyes of an enemy combatant ... 50 as 10
cause him to lose combat ability, of to result in sup-
pression of his observation and sighting operation.”

[f laser weapons do nothing more than that. there
wouldn't be such anxiety about their development.
But the problem is. they don't just ~injure or dizzy the
eyes.” They can also cause permanent blindness.

“The scientists we have spoken with.” says Louise
Doswald-Beck of the Intemnational Committee of the
Red Cross (ICRC) in Geneva. =are absolutely
adamant: it is totally impossible to have a laser
weapon that can dazzle the eyes without also having
the capacity to blind.

“To have any dazzle effect. vou need a certain energy

level. The laser goes through the lens to the retina. And -

50 you end up with damage to the eye.”

turber.™ China claims that the weapon will suc-

ceed in causing temporary blindness at a range of

10 km. A range of 2 to 3 km is given for “effec.
tive distance of direet human eye injury.”

But at a closer range than that. such a laser would in-
evilably desiroy vision. And whereas vou can replace a
soldier’s arm or leg with a prosthetic device. nothing
can replace sight.

"It is the only weapon I'm aware of.” sayvs David
Warren. exeeutive vicechancetlor of the University of
California. Riverside. =1hai is directed o a particular
part of the body. IU's the eye's ability to process light
thai puts it at jeopardy. Laser weapons don't do any-
thing to any other organ.”

A psychologist by training. Warren has senved as a
consultant to the ICRC. Alarmed by the medival im.
plications of rapidly developing laser technology. the
ICRC has been lobbying for a ban on laser weapons
stnce 1989, . !

v lts etforts might finally be about to bear fruit. From
Sept. 25 to Oct. 13.a UN weapons conference in Vi-

renna will debate a Swedish proposal to prohibit the
use of laser beams as a method of warfare. If the reso-
lutton is passed. blinding laser weapons would then be
bannud under the Geneva Conventions,

At deast 28 nations support the proposat, Aceeeding
o Ancl Deleung st the Depariment of Foreien Athnes
n S Uanada s aimong 1henat,

Of the countries that have been experintenting with
laser weapons, France. Germanny . Britan and Russia
seem willing to support the Swedish initiative. Bu
China and Iseael have said nothing. And until recent-

I n the publicity material for its “portable laser dis-
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; S.was firmly against the proposal.
|yirlxh.\e/lijv.slﬁiuman nghls Watch relvased a dela{lcd re-
port on U.S. taser weapons. Even within the U.S. mili-
“tary. though. there is believed to be unease about their
development. And a spate of adverse pubhcn{y (&‘l‘og-
ing the spring report mighlihnvc embarrassed Wash-

i shinking its polscy.
maﬁrlwfu;tns ha\'g their detenders, however - n,‘.'i
just on mifitary grounds. but also on philosophuca
on‘?ls.'he issue.” says Kosta Tsipis. a physicist who hieads

the Science and Technology in International Security

program at the Massachusetts Institute of T_gchno_lqg)d.

“is whether these weapons arc particularly vicious an

m‘!‘lug)ﬂr;}xe‘(hink they are. Alt weapons kil[ and maim.

Let's not panic about lasers: I suspect they're nol.gumg

t0 be as effective as the Red Cross fears or as the nult-

lﬂge;?mgf\s.coose. program director of Human Rights

Watch Arms Project in Washiggxon. cmphasnzus.m;‘n‘

~lasers can do good on a battlel iefd. They can ﬂ"'nlt,l‘"_“,']

the accuracy of weapons: they can decrease _5.9! .xf;_r‘J“
damage to civilians. But we want 10 draw a dm:r};lmﬁ
between different kinds ol lasers: the acceptab‘u or?u‘.
that are an adjunct to other weapons. and the unac

ceptable ones that serve as weapons in their own nght.

he Swedish proposal to ban laser weapons
s;eciﬁﬁ that ~blinding as an incidental or

ment of laser beams on the battlelield 1s not
) covered by this prohihition.” The debgte centres. in
short, on what “legitimate employment ‘n‘ngh( mean.
Advanced laser weapons are effective norh_ just
against enemy soldiers, but also against mac r;nes
they have the potential to disable hehcoptefrs‘ surface
to-air missiles and armored vehicles. Us. o;c‘? uset
such technology against (raq in the 1991 Gul d:“i \
But American planners also envisage the Lp‘ oy
ment of tactical laser weapons 1n sp;cml n‘msg II‘-I\
such as counterterrorism and coun(ennsurg:.nlcy‘. ‘:l
man Rights Watch points out that such dep rf} mf.m
~may be inherently ag:dperrsfon:nfl in nature. wi
indi ex effect.
blgud:;geu:;e m of course. lasers are now a com-

mon tool for improving vision. For at least 1S years,
doctors have used them to cure eye diseases.

“They work by buming, by micro-explosions or by |
:raponzzuon." says Montreal optometrist Guy Julien.

Say you have a leaky vessel in the retina, which we of. |
ten sec in diabetes patients. We bumn it away. There's i
always scar tissue that forms - but it doesn't matier |
because the laser is so precise.” l

The impact of a laser weapon on the eye depends on
many things: distance. laser cobor, laser intensity. |
weather conditions. and eye protection (if any). The !
damage it inflicts is without cure. Tsipis claims that vf-
fective protection against lasers is theoretically possi-
ble: but other experts disagree. :

! think it will be possible w protect soldiers in tanks
or fortified positions,™ says Duke University’s Wol- |

barsht, “But they're not 1he important problem. I do |
not think it’s possible t0 protect soldiers on Toot.™ '

And if the U.S. military. with all its resources and :
money. cannot protect the eves of its infantrymen. -
what of the rest of the world? If laser weapons spread. |
they will sooner or later be used by guerrillas and in civ- |
il wars. Imagine an Afghanistan or a Somalia trving 1 |
cope with hundreds of thousands of blinded civitians, |

As it happens. hisiory docs offer one example of |
blinding as a military technigue. [n the year 1014, the |
Byzantine emperor Basil 1 imposed an overw hehming |
deleat on his Bulgarian opponents. Alter his amny cap- |
tured 15.000 prisoners. he decreed that 99 per cent ot |
them shouid have their eves put out. The other one per
cent were blinded in one eve only. These men were '
told 10 lead the others back home. :

Basil's ploy was successil. His barbark avtion led to !
the disimegration of Bulgaria. Within a fow vears. it i
Was incorperated into the By zantine Empire.

~With that kind of precedent. some human-rights G- ¢
tivists fear that even a UN banon laser weapons might !
o present their deployment.

“People who are going 10 use them.”™ Wolbarsht Savs. |
"are unlil\}‘ly Lo find an international ban of any con- i
QUL :

The counter-arpument centees on the sheer powerof |
shame. ',

“Blinding as 3 method of warfare has 10 be prohibite i
ed.™ savs Ann Peters of Human Rights Waich i Loq. |
don. “That principle is what we stand for.” :
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