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Organomercury poisoning in Iraq:
history prior to the 1971-72 outbreak
S. F. AL-DAMLUJI a

Mercury has been used medically in the Middle East since time
immemorial. Organomercury compounds were first used as seed dressings in
Iraq in 1955. During the years 1955-59, 200 cases of poisoning occurred.
A more clearly defined outbreak occurred in 1960, involving approximately
1000 hospital admissions. Twelve patients from two families affected in
this outbreak were re-examined in 1973, and showed considerable improve-
ment.

In the Middle East, mercury has been known and used since time immemorial. There is
evidence that the Assyrian physicians at the time of Ashurbanipal (seventh century, B.C.)
and probably two or three centuries earlier, used mercurial compounds in their prescriptions
for treating eye, ear, pulmonary, and intestinal diseases. They also thought that it
strengthened uterine contractions in difficult labour.1 Mercury mines have been found in
Kirkuk, the Afshar district, and Sarshuran. These mines are inactive at the present time
and little is known about them.

In mediaeval times, when Baghdad was the "capital of civilization", the Islamic
physicians Al-Razi (Rhazes, 850-923 A.D.), Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1037 A.D.), and the
famous alchemist Jabir Ibn Hayyan (eighth century A.D.) documented the therapeutic value of
mercurial ointments in skin diseases and described in detail the toxic nature of its
compounds.2 Rhazes taught that metallic mercury is harmless to man, but that sublimated
mercury3is very harmful and indeed fatal, causing mainly abdominal colics and bloody
stools. Avicenna described the mercurial tremor and listed muscular weakness, foul
breath, blindness, and deafness as toxic manifestations caused by mercurial compounds, which
he considered the most violent of all poisons.4

In recent times, organomercurial compounds such as Granosan M (ethylmercury R-toluene
sulfonanilide) have been used in Iraq as pesticides in seed dressing, first being introduced
by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1955. Farmers were supplied with the treated seed and a
warning was issued against using the seed as food. However, some farmers thought that
washing the seed with water would rid it of the poisonous compounds, and soon the mercury-
treated wheat was used for making domestic bread. The first few sporadic cases presented
themselves at the Mosul Republican Hospital with neurological manifestations: unsteadiness,
tremor, dimness of vision, and hearing loss. Dr Raphael Tapooni, the senior physician at
that hospital, first made the connexion between the consumption of the mercury-treated wheat
and the appearance of the neurological disorders. No record was made in the medical press
of these cases, which numbered 200 during the years 1955-59. Of these, 70 died from the
effects of the poison.
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In February 1960, 6 members of a family from Mhanawiya, Middle Euphrates district, were
admitted to the Teaching Hospital, Baghdad, all with generalized weakness, tiredness, tremor,
unsteadiness, dysarthria, and gastrointestinal symptoms. They reported that 3 children,
aged 6, 8, and 11 years, members of the same family, were stricken with the same symptoms
and died at home before the rest of the family were admitted to hospital. Careful
questioning regarding the possibility of poisoning with a mercurial compound revealed that
they had been consuming washed mercury-treated seed for several weeks before the appearance
of symptoms. More cases started to attend the hospital and, because of shortage of beds,
other hospitals were made ready for new cases. In the meantime, and before the Ministry of
Health had been informed of the correlation of these symptoms with ingestion of organo-
mercurial compounds, similar cases were admitted to the fever hospital, where viral encepha-
litis was suspected.

Between February and April, 1960 an estimated 1000 patients with mercury poisoning were
admitted to hospitals all over Iraq. The predominant symptoms were those of the nervous
system, although psychic disturbances and renal, cardiovascular, respiratory, and cutaneous
manifestations were also present. About 200 patients died from the effects of the poison.
Death was attributed mainly to renal failure and to respiratory tract infections. This out-
break was recorded in the medical literature.5'6'7'8 The Iraqi authors recommended a method
of easy identification of the treated seed by giving it an obviously recognizable colour.

Twelve patients from two families who were victims of the mercurial compound in 1960
were re-examined in 1973. The clinically mild and moderate cases recovered completely,
while the severe cases who were bedridden, blind, and deaf recovered most of their sight and
hearing faculties gradually. However, they complained of transient ataxia and occasional
numbness in the palms of the hands and the soles of the feet. A young couple from the
clinically severe group were married in 1965 and had 6 healthy children, 2 of whom, however,
died within the first year of life following respiratory or gastrointestinal infections.
One child, 4 years of age, was found to be slightly deaf.

RESUME

HIS TORIQUE DES INTOXICATIONS PAR ORGANOMERCURIELS

EN IRAK AVANT L'EPISODE DE 1971-1972

Au Moyen-Orient, l'utilisation du mercure a des fins m6dicales remonte a des temps
imm4moriaux. C'est en 1955 que les compos4s organomercuriels ont W utilis4s pour la
premiere fois pour l'enrobage des semences en Irak.. Il y a eu 200 cas d'intoxication de
1955 a 1959 et un episode caract6ris6, avec environ 1000 hospitalisations, s'est produit en
1960. Douze sujets appartenant a deux familles qui avaient W affect6es lors de cet
Episode ont Wt r6examin6s en 1973 et une am4lioration consid4rable de leur 4tat a pu atre
cons tat6e.
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