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KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Geologic Effects of the Gulf War

Dr. Farouk El-Baz
Founding Director, Center for Remote Sensing
Boston University, Boston, MA (02215

Summary

Preparing for and conducting the Gulf War resulted in much damage to the environ-
ment of the region. The first and most visible effect is related to the damage caused by oil
well fires in terms of air pollution as well as the potential damage to the petroleum reservoirs.
The second detrimental effect has been caused by the oil spill in the Gulf water. Hundreds of
miles of the western coastline of the Gulf are already covered with oil. Petroleum “mats”
have settled on coral reefs and have reduced Gulf water productivity. Foremost among the
irreparable damages are changes to the terrain due to the digging of trenches, building walls of
soil, and otherwise disturbing the desert pavement in and around Kuwait. Disruption of the,
usually, one-grain thick layer of pebbles on the desert floor exposes soil to wind action.
Changing the contours of the normally flat land increases resistance to the wind and increases
the potential of particle transport until the land is peneplained. This condition will increase the
frequency and the ferocity of dust storms in the region. It will also result in the formation of
new sand dunes; sand drifts already exist along roads in northemn Kuwait. It is believed that
the detrimental effects on the atmosphere will last for years, on the Gulf water for decades,
and on the desert surface for centuries.

Dr, Farouk El-Baz is founding director of the
Center for Remote Sensing at Boston University. The
Center is the first in the world to place emphasis on the
use of remote sensing for archaeological work, and it draws
faculty from the departments of Archaeology, Geography,
and Geology.

Prior to his appointment at Boston University,

Dr. El-Baz was vice president for science and technology
at Itek Optical Systems where he led the Large Format
Camera project for the NASA space shuttle. He was also
secretary of the site selection committee for the Apollo
lunar landings, chairman of the astronaut training group,
and principal investigator for visual observations and
photography. From 1967 to 1972, he supervised lunar
science planning and lunar exploration at Bellcomm and
Bell Telephone Laboratories in Washington, D.C. S o

From 1973 to 1982, Dr, El-Baz established and Boston University Phows Services
directed the Center for Earth and Planetary Studies at the
National Air and Space Museum of the Smithsonian Institution. In addition, from 1978 to 1581
he served as science advisor to the late President of Egypt, Anwar Sadat. In his pioneering
work in the study of deserts and arid lands, Dr. El-Baz has led over a dozen expeditions into
the eastern Sahara and has done field work in all the major deserts of the world.
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