
eSki Decon K,i 
-wha hould we demand in the future? 
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Yau are a soldi" ofthe Ameriwn 
Expeditionary Force (AEF) in World 
U'aF I (WWl). Suddenly the enemy 
saturates yourposition with artillery 
d'emicaJ shells. Your trainingpaid off; 
you maskir. timebllt soon find out that 
a sticky and de.nse liquid is all overyour 
left am" penetratillgyour uniform and 
reaching your skin. AUyou know is that 
u chemical agent is 011 your skin, and it 
can kilt or incapacitate you in minutes. 
You haw an emergency and you don't 
have {J skin aecon kit-

OW, wake IJp out of that 
nightmare. LCt'li go together and 
check on [bcimportance of.skin decon 
kits in OUT chemical defcnse. 

Wh~' as skin decon di menlt? 
All che:micaJ warfare agents are 

acids (less than pH 7). We decon­
taminate personnel Or equipment by 
removal and neutTalizaLioD of hazard­
ous levels of chemicaJ cont.aminants. 
Neutralization means destruction of 
chemical agents (adds) wiLh a base 
(greater tben pH 7) or an alkali 
(greater thall or equallopH 10). 

Add + Bast'! =Sail + neat ::; 
Neutralization 

The heat of neutralization doesn't 
affect equipment, but it affects per­
sonnel. Skin decon demands a harder 
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selection of decontaminants than 
equipment decon. You must consider 
corrosive effects and toxicity of 
decontaminants on personnel. 

E\'olutiGD ofSklnDeet>:o Kils 
The us.e of musta.rd blister agent in 

WWll....eated a new problem: chemi­
cal agents lbal pcnetr ate the skin. 
Chemical protective suits were no 
practical or available to the troops. 
Soldiers removed contamw.ated 
uniforms to minimize the exposure of 
the skin to chemical agents, but this 
was Dot enough. The American 77th 
Infantry Division on the Aisne-Marne 
Campaign, 15 through 18 August 1918, 
proved this fact. This division 
reported 1,209 gas casuaU.ies; 60 to 70 
percent were ,casualties because they 
could not remove their contaminated 
uniforms in lime. 

The AEF used hot, soapy water to 
remove, rather than neutralize, mus­
tard agent shortly after exposure. 
Later in the war, the AEF used bicar­
bonate of soda to decon skin and to 
flush eyes, ears, mouth, and nasal pas­
sages. These methods required large 
amounts of water and supplies that 
prevented their use by the individual 
soldier. The AEF created several per­
sonnel decon units called "degassing 
units," but only a few saw service. 

The Germans issued their troops 
small boxes of chloride of lime, with 
instructions to decon mustard agent 
on their skin. The Allies copied this 

ractice, but didn't use it regularly for 
l1lis purpose. This was the only at­
tempt inWW1 to give the soldier some 
individual deeon capability. 

The US developed a series of 
protec'ive ointments for individual 
skin decon after WWI until the late 
1960s. These protective ointmenls 
were Ml, M2, M3, M4, and M5. They 
contained a chlorinated compound to 
neutralize blister agents, but didn't 
decon nerve agents. Soldiers used 
these ointments after they removed 
most of the contaminant from thc skin 

'th absorbent tissue and before the 
skin redness developed. During this 
period the Army developed an oint­
ment to dec.on blister agents around 
the eyes. The Army fielded some com­
binations of these ointments and 
atropine injectors in one kit, M5A1 
and 1V'5A3, and issued them to the sol­
dier. 

Late in the 1960s, the US fielded 
the ABC-M13 individual decon­
taminating and reimpregnating kit 
(M13). The M13 kit provided a good 
skin, individual clothing, and equip­
ment decon by removal and 
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The next generation of skin decon kits 
must decontaminate all chemical 
warfare agents without long-term 
effects 

neu tr alization of blister and nerve 
agents. 

The kit consisted of a compact 
plastic container, two decon bags 
(neutralizing compound), one decon 
pad filled with "Fuller's earth" powder 
to absorb liquid contaminants, and a 
cutter to remove heavy contaminated 
areas of clothing. Some problems with 
this kit were the irritant effect on the 
skin, multiple steps procedure, and its 
toxicity. 

Early in the 1970s, the US fielded 
the M258 SDK to replace the less ef­
fective M13 kit. The M258 SDK was 
too irritating for use on the face, and 
the M13 kit retained the roles for face 
and individual equipment decon. The 
M258 continued to be used to decon 
all other skin except the face areas. 
The M258 SDK consisted of a plastic 
carrying container, four gauze pads, 
two scraping sticks, and two plastic 
capsules with caustic decon solutions. 
Now the soldier had to use two dif­
ferent types ofkits to decon his skin. 

In 1981 the US fielded the M258A1 
SDK to replace the M258 SDK and 
the M13 kit for skin decon, including 
the face. The M258Al SDK consisted 
of three number 1 and three number 2 
decon packets. The packets contained 
wipes impregnated with decon solu­
tions and required little preparation 
for use. The major disadvantage of the 
M258Al SDK is its interference with 
the readings of the Chemical Agent 
Monitor (CAM). 

The US Army Chemical Corps is 
fielding the M291 skin decon kit this 

year. The M291 SDK consists of a wal­
let-like carrying pouch with six decon 
packages. The decon packets contain 
an applicator with decon powder that 
physically removes and absorbs the 
liquid contaminant on the skin, with 
no long-term effects. The M291 SDK 
doesn't interfere with the CAM. 

What's Next? 
The next generation of skin decon 

kits must decontaminate all chemical 
warfare agents without long-term ef­
fects. This task demands fast 
absorption and removal, or a fast and 
gentle neutralization of the chemical 
contaminant on the skin. Both ap­
proaches are challenges to our 
technplogy. A gentle neutralization 
that doesn't irritate the skin and 
remain effective is extremely difficult 
to achieve. A better approach is to 
develop an absorbing agent that traps 
and isolates the contaminant inside its 
chemical structure. This absorbing 
agent stops and removes the con­
taminant without irritating the skin. 

Some desirable characteristics for 
skin decon kits of the future are to 
make them lightweight, simple to use, 
dual purpose (skin and individual 
equipment decon), and non-inter­
ference with current detection 
systems. The best decontaminant is 
useless to the soldier if it's not avail­
able to him. Thousands of soldiers 
died in WWI because they didn't have 
individual decon kits available to 
decon their skin. 

Soldiers also need skin decon kits 
which are easy to use; multiple step 

procedures reduce effective use. A 
simple or "user friendly" skin decon kit 
helps prevent mistakes at the critical 
time. A dual purpose decon kit, skin 
and individual decon, gives the soldier 
a better chance. to avoid spreading 
contamination with his equipment. 
The skin decon kit is the only immedi­
ate decon asset available for the 
soldier and his individual equipment. 
Finally, the skin decon kit must not in­
terfere with the chemical detection 
systems used to check personnel. This 
characteristic saves valuable time and 
effort during chemical casualty treat­
ment and evacuation procedures. If 
the skin decon kit causes false positive 
readings in your detection systems, 
then its use for decon is limited. 

In summary, the skin decon kit is 
the conerstone of personal wipedo 
and individual equipment decon. His­
tory proved the need for the soldier to 
carry skin decon kits i. sLead of 
centralized personnel decon assets at 
unit level. The most responsive decon 
available to the soldier is that skin 
decon kit he carries and uses. Remem­
ber, once you have a hemical 
contaminant on your skin, you have. an 
emergeney. Your skin deco kilis your 
best chance to survive. 
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