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Guest Column 
 

Dutch Battalion was stationed at Toxic Wasteland 
 

Edwin F. Giltay | Translation by M. G. Bakker 
  

 
 
Introduction 
 

The Hague—The Dutch Ministry of Defence has utterly failed in providing a healthy working 
environment for its military personnel stationed in former Yugoslavia. More than 20 years after 
the UN mission in Srebrenica, Bosnia-Herzegovina, it now becomes apparent that infantry 
battalion Dutchbat was based at what can only be described as a toxic wasteland. 
 
The mission, which had such a dramatic outcome, started in 1994. Dutchbat was stationed at 
a former battery factory in nearby Potočari. The compound was awash with residual heavy 
metals and chemicals, such as lead and battery acid. There was even an uncovered barrel 
containing radio-active material. Close to the factory lay heaps of white asbestos—out in the 
open. 
 
 

 
Heaps of white asbestos powder in the open  © Private collection Remko de Bruijne 

 
 

Serge Janssen was a private 1st class in the first Dutchbat troops to arrive: “Due to previous 
combat, the factory was partly demolished. It was a shambles. Cases of lead were everywhere; 
we had to clean the place up. We did not have any second thoughts as to the dangers of all 
this chemical debris, although later on we were coughing up black saliva. Eventually, barrier 
tape was used to cordon off spaces it was better not to go.” 
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According to Ronald Geval, formerly a non-commissioned officer (NCO) of the bomb 
disposal squad, the chemical pollution was known to the Dutch Ministry of Defence (MoD). 
The factory was chosen to house the army base all the same. He briefed the MoD from the 
enclave. ‘Media sensitive data’, they jotted down in The Hague. He also mentioned the heaps 
of asbestos. These could not be covered, as the equipment necessary ‘to deal with this 
carcinogenic substance’ was lacking. 
 
 

 
Water streams through the heaps of asbestos   © Private collection Ronald Geval 

 
 
In the spring of 1995, the river Križevica—a small stream adjacent to the army base—floods 
after heavy rainfall. Water and mud mix with the asbestos and the sludge spreads all over the 
compound. “This mud has been cleared for the most part”, writes the NCO in a report. “It was 
us who cleared this toxic matter, without protective clothing or masks”, reveals former 
private 1st class Remko de Bruijne. “An officer ordered us to. I made pictures in which you 
can see us removing the mess.” 
 

 
Smuggled photos 
 

Early in 1995, Remko de Bruijne is sent to Srebrenica as a marksman. He takes a couple of 
disposable cameras with him. In July 1995, the Muslim enclave is attacked by Serbian troops 
and after days of exchanging fire, De Bruijne runs out of ammunition.  
 

Once Srebrenica has fallen, he is assigned to escort busses transporting evacuees to Muslim 
territory. The private 1st class is subsequently taken hostage by Serbian military. His 
equipment as well as his cameras are taken from him. Housed in Novo Kasaba, he tries to 
rescue dozens of Muslims—to no avail. They are executed later on. When he is released after 
three days, he has been able to salvage only his cameras.  
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Once in Zagreb, his cameras are sought again: “This time by Dutch Military Intelligence, 
Military Police and British Intelligence.” By now, De Bruijne has already heard of film rolls 
and documentation having been impounded. “During interrogation, I was asked whether I 
had any photos. I told them I did not.” He is ordered to sign a nondisclosure agreement, but 
he refuses resolutely. This gets him into a bit of bother. Colleagues, who did hand over photo 
material, never see it again. Home again; De Bruijne has his film rolls developed at the corner 
shop: “No trouble there.” 

 

 
Sniper Remko de Bruijne at his observation post  © Private collection Remko de Bruijne 

 
 

Chastised 
 

Veteran Henk van den Berg, 20 at the time, had no idea just what he was exposed to: 
“Everyone off duty had to lend a hand. We only realised it had been asbestos a few weeks 
later.” De Bruijne explains: “We were ordered to keep quiet.” This gag order, issued by an 
officer, was confirmed in the Account of Facts Srebrenica which the Ministry sent to 
Parliament in the summer of 1999. At the time, Members of Parliament were ordered not to 
divulge this information. 
 

The poisonous mud was only partially cleared. The remainder dried up in the summer heat. 
Once army vehicles crossed it, or when the wind picked up, clouds of dust would blow. 
Subsequently, military personnel inhaled asbestos particles. “This is quite a threat to the 
health of all staff,” Ronald Geval documented in a report the Royal Dutch Army tried to keep 
away from the press. 
 

The NCO takes thirteen samples of the pollution “as my own health and that of my colleagues 
is of paramount concern to me”. He also takes pictures. Two members of the military police 
file a report. A map is drawn, showing the stream of mud spreading all over the compound.  
 

Only ten of the samples are researched by the Military Health Authority (MHA) in Utrecht,  
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the Netherlands. Three of these indeed contain asbestos. The MHA’s conclusion: there has 
been ‘no significant spreading’ of asbestos throughout the army base. Personnel have not 
been exposed to any ‘undue risk’. 
 

 

 
Soldiers in summer clothes remove the asbestos  © Private collection Remko de Bruijne 

 
 

“So the MoD feels that when I’m being shot at with thirteen bullets and three are a direct hit; 
I will not have been exposed to any ‘undue risk’?”, asks Remko de Bruijne. “It sounds fine and 
dandy in theory alright, but in practice I will be as dead as a dodo.” The official reports filed 
by NCO Geval are not greatly appreciated by Dutchbat command: “I was reprimanded—in 
no uncertain terms—by Major Rob Franken, the deputy commanding officer. He did not 
want to rock the boat.” 
 
 

Contaminated 
 

The results of the MHA research baffled Ronald Geval: “I was only able to take samples a few 
weeks after the flood. There had been a lot of rain and much of the asbestos had already 
dissipated.” According to him, the three samples left aside had been taken closest to the 
heaps of asbestos. Hence, unfavourable results were most likely to have emerged within 
these very samples. 
 

Towards the end of 1999, Geval contacts Minister of Defence Frank de Grave: “My pictures 
prove […] there is a possibility Dutchbat III personnel may have been contaminated with 
asbestos. I have tried just about everything to make this known throughout the MoD. I 
request you get to the bottom of this.” 
 

A little while later, the supreme commanders of Army, Navy, Air Force and Military Police 
receive a letter from HR Director General Wim Bunnik: “Based on the [MHA] findings, no  
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further action was deemed necessary. With the benefit of hindsight, staff concerned should 
have been informed of the findings in 1995.” 
 

Bound by occupational health and safety regulations, employers are required to register all 
employees who have been exposed to asbestos. Another excerpt from Bunnik’s letter: “On 
behalf of the Undersecretary, I ask you to examine to what degree MoD personnel have been 
on duty at the Potočari army base. They need to be registered.” He adds a concept letter with 
which the commanders can address veterans. 
 
 

Dastardly 
 

Registration does not however get off to a flying start. Ronald Geval: “Only when I threatened 
media exposure, was I registered—together with three of my bomb disposal squad 
colleagues. Most of the personnel never received a letter at all.” Remko de Bruijne, employed 
by the MoD until 2010, was never informed. To the best of his knowledge he has not been 
registered either. Nor was Monique Bergman, serving with Dutchbat aged 20: “I have never 
received letters and they know where I live. I have not been hiding.” 
 

“I was sent to Srebrenica as a medic with Dutchbat III”, says Ton de Haan. “My contact data 
were known at the MoD, as I have been an employee until 2015, eventually ending up as an 
NCO with the medical corps. I never saw any letter. This seems to be yet another attempt by 
the MoD to evade responsibility and keep the truth under wraps.” 
 

Asbestos related cancer usually manifests itself decades later. Those not registered, will not 
be able to claim damages, if taken ill. “The MoD does not want to take responsibility; they are 
not keen on claims”, De Bruijne thinks. “My former colleagues and I might well contract 
cancer eventually.” 
 

“People were put in a toxic wasteland and were told to keep quiet about it”, according to 
former NCO Geval. “The MoD neglects health risks, despite the evidence that surfaced. This, 
to my mind, is dastardly. Undignified.” Bergman, also having assisted in clearing the asbestos 
at the compound: “It’s a disgrace. I've had it up to here.” 
 
Remko de Bruijne: “The MoD chose a chemical factory for an army base, even though several 
other locations were available. This means you are willingly putting people’s safety at risk. 
The MoD keeps hiding behind obsolete documentation—time and again; they try to find the 
easy way out. Their deceit never ends.” 
 

 
Feedback—responses and rebuttals 
 
Klaas Meijer, MoD spokesman: 
 

“In 1994, the Royal Netherlands Army reported possible environmental pollution at the 
compound. Hereupon, measures were put in effect. The 1995 flood caused distress amongst 
staff then and there—the potential spreading of asbestos was researched at the time. Based 
on readings, it was concluded that after the flood, no further spreading was detected. This  
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means our personnel have not faced undue health risks. The removal of the mud did not pose 
any threats either. Unfortunately, staff was not kept in the loop properly.  
 

As in 2000 it emerged former personnel were worried, all Dutchbat staff was offered the 
possibility of being registered. Because not many had signed up, they were approached once 
more in 2002. In as far as we were able to ascertain their whereabouts, we sent a letter. Apart 
from that, ads were placed in several military magazines. Everyone who has been stationed 
in Potočari and has not been registered yet; can still do so, for instance through Veteran 
Affairs. However, chances anyone did run any risk at all, are slim.” 
 

 
Former fighter pilot Major Victor van Wulfen, Independent Union of Military Personnel board 
member: 
 

“The MoD could have chosen another location to house the army base, like the Canadian 
troops did before. And shouldn’t contaminated soil be cleaned up by experts anyway? The 
subsequent communication with the veterans should have been taken care of much more 
professionally. The Ministry ought to have been more pro-active. A scandal like this, toxic in 
itself, mind you, is not unique. They spread like wildfire. These revelations regarding the 
Dutchbat compound require a thorough investigation. Issues like these highlight once more 
the need for a Parliamentary select committee, inquiring safety and integrity at the MoD.” 

 
Edwin F. Giltay is author of The Cover-up General, in which he uncovers a scandal within the 
Dutch military secret service regarding the aftermath of the Srebrenica drama: 
www.thecoverupgeneral.com.  
 

This article was first published in Dutch, in geopolitical magazine Novini.nl on November 26, 
2018. See www.novini.nl/dutchbat-militairen-bleken-op-gifbelt-gestationeerd/ . 
 

 
Postscript, March 2019 
 

Initially, the Dutch media, apart from Novini.nl, was slow to pick up on the shocking 
revelations by several Dutchbat veterans to author Edwin Giltay about the asbestos and other 
toxic, radio-active and carcinogenic (i.e. cancer-causing) pollutants on the former battery 
factory in Potočari, which served as Dutchbat’s base during their deployment in Srebrenica, 
Bosnia.  
 

Neverthless, Dutchbat veteran Remko de Bruijne was interviewed about the scandal by 
Dutch radio program Radio EenVandaag (Radio OneToday) on 13 February 2019—followed 
by a special item on the scandal by its sister TV program EenVandaag (OneToday) later on 
the same day. (see http://eenvandaag.avrotros.nl/item/dutchbat-veteraan-doet-aangifte-
tegen-defensie-wegens-zware-mishandeling/; 
https://eenvandaag.avrotros.nl/item/blootgesteld-aan-gevaarlijke-en-kankerverwekkende-
stoffen-het-verhaal-van-oud-dutchbatter-remko/ )   
 

These and subsequently other Dutch media finally showed interest in the story, at least 
partially because De Bruijne had just then filed a judicial complaint against the Dutch  
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Ministry of Defence on the grounds of (extreme risk of) grievous bodily harm by exposure to 
these pollutants due to wilful neglect on the part of Defence. 

 

On 8 March 2019, Dutchbat veterans Remko de Bruijne, Olaf Nijeboer and Ronald Wentink 
delivered a petition to the Deputy Commander of the Dutch Armed Forces, Lieutenant 
General Martin Wijnen, containing the complaint. They once more expressed their 
grievances, demanding proper recognition, treatment and care of any ailments they, their 
fellow veterans and local Bosnian personnel may have suffered from the pollutants. To 
reinforce their message, veterans from Dutchbat I, II and III demonstrated nearby the front 
entrance of the Dutch Ministry of Defence (I thank poet and activist Jolies Heij for this latest 
information on the petition and demonstration).  
 
 
NB: do you have any comments on Giltay’s article? Please send these to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at www.ethnogeopolitics.org. 
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