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D24 Investigation of “Inert” Artillery Shell Explosions

John Nixon, MBA*, ARC, PO Box 66, Bippus, IN 46713

The goal of this presentation is to demonstrate the importance of ensuring that staff have a responsible disposition and that they 

DUH�DSSURSULDWHO\�TXDOL¿HG�DQG�WUDLQHG�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�KD]DUGRXV�PDWHULDOV�OLNHO\�WR�EH�HQFRXQWHUHG�GXULQJ�PXQLWLRQV�GHFRPPLVVLRQLQJ�
operations.

The presentation will impact the forensic science community by highlighting the importance of repeated safety inspections, even 

ZKHQ�PXOWLSOH�OHYHOV�RI�SDSHUZRUN�LQGLFDWH�WKDW�D�SURSRVHG�RSHUDWLRQ�ZLOO�EH�VDIH�WR�SHUIRUP�
The case involved the decommissioning and recycling of military munitions that had been in storage and had exceeded their 

VSHFL¿HG�VHUYLFH�OLIH���'HFRPPLVVLRQLQJ�RI�OLYH�H[SORVLYH�PXQLWLRQV�LV�D�GHOLFDWH��SRWHQWLDOO\�GDQJHURXV��DQG�H[SHQVLYH�SURFHVV���7KH�
usual procedure is to inert the munitions by removing fusing and explosive warhead materials, then ship the remaining inert components 

WR�VFUDS�PHWDO�SURFHVVRUV�IRU�¿QDO�GLVDVVHPEO\�DQG�PHWDOV�UHF\FOLQJ��
0LOLWDU\�DXWKRULWLHV�W\SLFDOO\�IROORZ�RQH�RI�WZR�FRXUVHV�RI�DFWLRQ�IRU�LQHUWLQJ�WKH�PXQLWLRQV���7KH\�FDQ�KDYH�D�JRYHUQPHQW�PLOLWDU\�

entity perform the inerting process or they can have an approved private contractor do it.  Needless to say, it is important that each step 

of the process be carefully monitored and documented to ensure that no munitions, removed fusing components, or energetic warhead 

materials are mishandled, misplaced, or lost to potentially dangerous criminals/terrorists. 

2QFH�WKH�UHVLGXDO�PXQLWLRQV�FRPSRQHQWV�DUH�FHUWL¿HG�DV�LQHUW��WKH\�FDQ�EH�VROG�WR�VFUDS�PHWDOV�SURFHVVRUV�IRU�¿QDO�GLVDVVHPEO\��
GHVWUXFWLYH�EUHDNGRZQ��DQG�VDOH�WR�PHWDOV�VPHOWHUV�UHF\FOHUV���,Q�UHFHQW�\HDUV��VRPH�LQVXUDQFH�FRPSDQLHV�KDYH�LQVLVWHG�WKDW�UHF\FOLQJ�
SURFHVVRUV�QRW�DFFHSW�GHFRPPLVVLRQHG�PXQLWLRQV�IRU�SURFHVVLQJ��SUHVXPDEO\�EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�SHUFHLYHG�KLJK�ULVN�

In this case, the empty shells were sold and transported to a large scrap metals processor who deemed it necessary to cut the shells 

into smaller parts.  This cutting was to be accomplished using dual gas cutting torch equipment.  Unfortunately, one or more of the 

VKHOO�ERGLHV�FRQWDLQHG�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�DPRXQW�RI�KLJK�H[SORVLYH�DQG�D�\RXQJ�FRQWUDFW�HPSOR\HH�ZDV�IDWDOO\�LQMXUHG�ZKHQ�KH�WRRN�D�FXWWLQJ�
WRUFK�WR�D�VWHHO�VKHOO�ERG\�DQG�WKH�KLJK�H[SORVLYH�GHWRQDWHG���:DUQLQJ�VLJQV�ZHUH�QRW�UHFRJQL]HG�DQG�RU�LJQRUHG���7KH�\RXQJ�ZRUNHU�ORVW�
PXOWLSOH�ERG\�SDUWV�DQG�IDFXOWLHV�DQG�WRRN�VHYHUDO�ZHHNV�WR�GLH���7KH�VXEVHTXHQW�OLWLJDWLRQ�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�XQFRYHUHG�QXPHURXV�DOOHJHG�
HUURUV�DQG�ODFN�RI�FDUH�LVVXHV�RQ�WKH�SDUW�RI�WKH�VFUDS�PHWDOV�SURFHVVLQJ�SODQW�DQG�WKH�HPSOR\HH¶V�IDPLO\�ZHUH�JLYHQ�VXEVWDQWLDO�¿QDQFLDO�
damages for the death and suffering of their family member.  As with many investigations, this one revealed some interesting issues with 

both plant procedures and supervisors.
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