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Learning Objectives

1. Identify when a medical opinion should be offered.
• Undiagnosed illness
• Medical unexplained chronic multi-symptom 

illness
• Chronicity

2. Identify when a medical opinion should not be offered. 
3. Responding to a Gulf War exam request.
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Gulf War General Medical
GULF WAR (from August 2, 1990 to 1991): Military 
Service in Southwest Asia August 2, 1990 to the present; 
Operations Desert Shield, Desert Storm 

OIF/OEF (Iraq and Afghanistan): Some conflicts in Iraq 
from August 2, 1990 to the present and in Afghanistan on 
or after September 19, 2001; Enduring Freedom and Iraqi 
Freedom  (Afghanistan  only  included in some 
environmental exposures, otherwise excluded)
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Gulf War Illness
Affecting Gulf War Veterans is a cluster of medically 
unexplained chronic symptoms.
VA refers to these illnesses as “Chronic Multi-symptom Illness" 
and "undiagnosed illnesses“, for this talk will use alternative of 
Gulf War illness. 

• “Gulf War Syndrome” is less accurate when referring to 
medically unexplained symptoms reported by Gulf War 
Veterans 

• Why?  Because symptoms vary widely
• There is no formal ICD9/ICD10 code for this specifically

All refer to the same thing: a well‐documented pattern of 
symptoms found at elevated rates (wide range but 1/3rd or so 
seen in some studies) in multiple population studies of 1990‐91 
Gulf War veterans.
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Challenges in Defining Gulf War Illness

At this time there is 

• No single recommended or validated case 
definition for GWI 

• No diagnostic test for GWI

• No ICD-10 code for GWI
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NO Case Definition 

The Department of Veterans Affairs charged the National 
Academy of Medicine (formerly the Institute of Medicine) 
with establishing a consensus research case definition for 
GWI (2013)

The National Academy of Medicine released a report 
titled, “Chronic Multisymptom Illness in Gulf War 
Veterans: Case Definitions Reexamined” (2014)

Committee concluded they could not develop a new case 
definition because vital elements of a case definition 
(duration, onset, laboratory findings) were not available
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Gulf War Exposures
VA statutes and regulations provide for service connection for 
certain chronic disabilities and infectious diseases based on 
exposure to environmental hazards during service in the 
Southwest Asia theater of operations (August 2, 1990 to 
present), to include Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm: 

- exposure to oil and gas fire fumes
- ingestion of pyridostigmine bromide tablets 
- combined effect of multiple vaccines
- inhalation of ultra fine sand, dust and particulates
- exposure to burn pits
- Chemical and biological weapons, depleted uranium, 

CARC paint, and pesticides
- Infectious diseases, heat, noise an other occupational 

hazards



Medical Disability Examination Program 

8

A Supporting Medical Statement Based 
on Gulf War Service
A supporting medical statement based on Gulf War 
service should be offered when the Service Member/ 
Veteran has a qualifying chronic disability that results 
from:

• An undiagnosed illness (medical opinion not needed)
• A diagnosable but medically unexplained chronic multi-

symptom illness (MUCMI) (medical opinion not needed)
• A diagnosable chronic multi-symptom illness with a 

partially explained etiology (medical opinion needed)
• A disease with a clear and specific etiology and diagnosis. 

(medical opinion needed)
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Undiagnosed Illness

An undiagnosed illness is a type of chronic qualifying 
disability where qualifying signs and/or symptoms cannot 
be attributed to any known clinical diagnosis by history, 
physical examination, and laboratory tests. M21-1 
iv.ii.2.D.1.h
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Medically Unexplained Chronic Multi-
Symptom Illness (MUCMI) 
• MUCMI is a type of chronic qualifying disability in 

which there is a diagnosed illness that has BOTH
1. an inconclusive pathophysiology, and
2. an inconclusive etiology

• Has overlapping symptoms and signs, and features such 
as:
• Fatigue and pain
• Disability out of proportion to physical findings, and
• Inconsistent demonstration of laboratory 

abnormalities
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MUCMIs include but are not limited to:

• chronic fatigue syndrome
• fibromyalgia, or
• functional gastrointestinal disorders (FGIDs), excluding 

structural gastrointestinal diseases.
M21-1 iv.ii.2.D.1.i
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Establishing Chronicity

To establish SC for a disability under 38 CFR 3.317, the 
claimed disability must be chronic, that is, it must have 
persisted for a period of six months.

Measure the six-month period of chronicity from the 
earliest date on which all pertinent evidence establishes 
that the signs or symptoms of the disability first 
manifested.
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Establishing Chronicity continued

If a disability is subject to intermittent episodes of 
improvement and worsening within a six-month period, 
consider the disability to be chronic. M21-1 iv.ii.2.D.1.o

Carefully review all evidence, not just the most recent 
evidence, prior to determining if a claimed disability is 
chronic.  M21-1 iv.ii.2.D.1.o
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Potential Signs/Symptoms of MUCMI

• joint pain
• muscle pain
• headache
• abnormal weight loss
• fatigue
• sleep disturbances
• menstrual disorders. 
• cardiovascular signs or 

symptoms

• neurological signs or 
symptoms

• neuropsychological signs or 
symptoms

• gastrointestinal signs or 
symptoms

• skin signs and symptoms, 
and

• respiratory signs and 
symptoms (upper and lower)

13 categories of signs or symptoms that may be 
manifestations of an undiagnosed illness or an MUCMI 
include but are not limited to:
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Actions to Take Prior to Offering Opinion
Prior to offering an opinion, the examiner should review the 
Veteran’s records /examinations to determine if the reported 
symptoms are related to a diagnosed condition.  For example, 
if there are complaints of chest pain, shortness of breath, and 
headaches, in conjunction with diagnosed conditions of 
coronary artery disease, asthma, and migraine headaches, the 
examiner should determine whether the symptoms are due to 
the diagnosed conditions. 

An explanation should be provided if it is determined that the 
symptoms, in the presence of diagnosed conditions, are due to 
an undiagnosed illness or MUCMI.
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Medical Opinions
Medical opinions should be offered WHEN
• the Service Member/Veteran has been diagnosed with a 

condition that is considered a diagnosable chronic multi-
symptom illnesses of partially explained etiology and 
pathophysiology. Examples of these types of conditions are: 
diabetes mellitus and multiple sclerosis. 

• the Service Member/Veteran has been diagnosed with a 
disability with a clear and specific etiology.

Please provide a medical opinion, with supporting rationale, as to 
whether it is “at least as likely as not” that the disability pattern or 
diagnosed disease is related to a specific exposure event 
experienced by the Veteran during service in Southwest Asia.

*If applicable, medical opinions can be offered on a direct or 
presumptive basis.
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Providing a Medical Opinion
1. Examine and evaluate the Veteran who served in Southwest 

Asia for any chronic disability pattern.
2. Review the claims folder as part of the evaluation and state it 

was reviewed when providing your findings (i.e. The Veteran 
has claimed a disability pattern related to insert symptoms 
described by the Veteran).

3. Provide a medical statement explaining whether the 
Veteran’s disability pattern is:
• An undiagnosed illness, or
• A diagnosable but medically unexplained chronic multi-

symptom illness of unknown etiology, or
• A diagnosable chronic multi-symptom illness with a 

partially explained etiology, or
• A disease with a clear and specific etiology and diagnosis.
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Examination Completion

It is imperative that the Gulf War DBQ template and 
all diagnostic protocol are followed and completed in 
their entirety. M21-1 iv.ii.2.D.2.h. 
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Publications & Reports on Gulf War

VA has developed newsletters, brochures, and other materials for Veterans, the public, and health care providers about the health effects of Gulf War service and VA services for Gulf War Veterans.

Newsletters — Gulf War Review



The Gulf War Review provides information especially for Veterans who served in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm and their families.

Subscribe to email updates and notices of published newsletters.

[image: Gulf War Newsletter 2018]

Latest Issue (2018) | PDF (1.5 MB, PDF)

View newsletters archive.





Brochure and Fact Sheet



[image: Environmental Health Registry Programs for Veterans]

Environmental Exposures Programs & Services brochure (226 KB, PDF) 
Overview of programs and services available for Veterans who may have been exposed to certain environmental hazards during their military service, including Agent Orange, Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pits, Depleted Uranium, Gulf War, Ionizing Radiation, and Toxic Embedded Fragments.





[image: Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry Fact Sheet cover]

Airborne Hazards & Open Burn Pit Registry Fact Sheet (403 KB, PDF)
Registry for Veterans and Servicemembers who deployed to Southwest Asia after August 2, 1990, or to Afghanistan or Djibouti after September 11, 2001



Posters

Use these posters to help inform Veterans about VA benefits and services. Posters are not copyrighted and may be printed on 8.5" x 11" paper using a standard office printer.

		[image: Thumbnail of VA Cares poster Gulf War - Aircraft] 

		[image: Thumbnail of VA Cares poster Gulf War - Missile] 

		[image: Thumbnail of VA Cares poster Gulf War - Soldier] 



		Gulf War – Aircraft
(2.3 MB, PDF)

		Gulf War – Missile
(2.9 MB, PDF)

		Gulf War – Soldier
(2.4 MB, PDF)









[image: Thumbnail of Gulf War 20th Anniversary Poster]

Gulf War 20th Anniversary Poster

8.5" x 11" - Gulf War 20th Anniversary (796 KB, PDF)

11" x 17" - Gulf War 20th Anniversary (915 KB, PDF)





Guides for Clinicians

These guides help health care providers care for Veterans with exposure concerns, malaria, and mild traumatic brain injury.

· Environmental Exposure Pocket Card (630 KB, PDF)

· Clinician's Guide to Airborne Hazards (550 KB, PDF)

· Malaria: Pocket Guide for Clinicians (430 KB, PDF)

· Mild Traumatic Brain Injury – Concussion: Pocket Guide for Clinicians (425 KB, PDF)

Clinical Education Guide — Veterans Health Initiative



[image: man looking at computer screen]

The Veterans Health Initiative on Caring for Gulf War I Veterans is a study guide that provides clinicians an overview of the Gulf War, VA and Department of Defense health programs, plus common symptoms and diagnoses of these Veterans.



 

WRIISC Fact Sheets

The War Related Illness and Injury Study Center (WRIISC) provides fact sheets on health concerns for Veterans, including Gulf War Veterans.  The fact sheets listed below discuss Gulf War illness: 

· Gulf War Illness: Information for Veterans (420 KB, PDF)

· Gulf War Illness: A Guide for Veteran Health Care Providers (551 KB, PDF)

[bookmark: reports]Reports on Gulf War Veterans' Illnesses



[image: man working at a laptop]

VA issues reports on Gulf War Veterans’ use of VA benefits and research on health effects. Also, VA contracts with the Health and Medicine Division (HMD) (formally known as the Institute of Medicine) of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine to produce reports reviewing the research on health effects of Gulf War service.

View reports.
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Diagnosis and Treatment of Gulf War Veterans’ Illnesses

For clinical providers caring for Gulf War Veteran patients

· VA presumes that certain diseases can be related to a Veteran’s qualifying military service for benefit purposes. 

1. Medically Unexplained Illnesses

1. Infectious Diseases

· Exposure Assessment
Guide to assessing exposures and creating a care plan 

· Malaria Pocket Guide (430 KB, PDF)
Presumed to be related to service in Gulf War, Iraq and Afghanistan 

· Mild Traumatic Brain Injury – Concussion Pocket Guide (425 KB, PDF)
Often caused by explosions among Veterans who served in Iraq and Afghanistan. More from the Defense and Veterans Brain Injury Center » 

· Caring for Gulf War I Veterans (Veterans Health Initiative)
Study guide with overview of the Gulf War, VA and Department of Defense health programs, plus common symptoms and diagnoses 

· Health and Medicine Division (HMD) Reports
Reviews of research on health effects of Gulf War service, and VA responses to the reports. HMD (formally known as the Institute of Medicine) of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine released Gulf War and Health: Volume 10: Update of Health Effects of Serving in the Gulf War on February 11, 2016


Infectious Diseases and Gulf War Veterans

[image: Marines crossing the desert]

VA presumes the following infectious diseases are related to military service in the Southwest Asia theater of operations during the Gulf War August 2, 1990 to present and in Afghanistan on or after September 19, 2001.

Veterans must have the diseases within the time frames shown below and have a current disability as a result of that disease in order to receive disability compensation.

· Malaria
An infectious disease caused by a parasite transmitted by mosquitoes. Symptoms include chills, fever, and sweats. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year from the date of military separation or at a time when standard or accepted treatises indicate that the incubation period began during a qualifying period of military service.

· Brucellosis
A bacterial disease with symptoms such as profuse sweating and joint and muscle pain. The illness may be chronic and persist for years. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year from the date of military separation.

· Campylobacter Jejuni
A disease with symptoms such as abdominal pain, diarrhea, and fever. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year from the date of military separation.

· Coxiella Burnetii (Q Fever)
A bacterial disease with symptoms such as fever, severe headache, and gastrointestinal problems such as nausea and diarrhea. In chronic cases, the illness may cause inflammation of the heart. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year of the date of military separation.

· Mycobacterium Tuberculosis
An illness that primarily affects the lungs and causes symptoms such as chest pain, persistent cough (sometimes bloody), weight loss and fever.

· Nontyphoid Salmonella
A condition characterized by symptoms such as nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year of the date of military separation.

· Shigella
A condition characterized by symptoms such as fever, nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year of the date of military separation.

· Visceral Leishmaniasis
A parasitic disease characterized by symptoms such as fever, weight loss, enlargement of the spleen and liver, and anemia. The condition may be fatal if left untreated.

· West Nile Virus
A disease spread by mosquitoes characterized by symptoms such as fever, headache, muscle pain or weakness, nausea, and vomiting. Symptoms may range from mild to severe. It must be at least 10 percent disabling within one year from the date of military separation.

VA benefits

Gulf War Veterans may be eligible for a variety of VA benefits, including a Gulf War Registry health exam, the Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry, health care, and disability compensation for diseases related to military service. Their dependents and survivors also may be eligible for benefits.

Learn more about benefits related to Gulf War service.

Research on infectious diseases and Gulf War Veterans

VA contracts with the Health and Medicine Division (HMD) (formally known as the Institute of Medicine) of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine to scientifically review evidence for possible connections between Gulf War Veterans’ illnesses and exposure to environmental agents or preventive medicine during military service.

Based on the HMD report, Gulf War and Health: Volume 5 Infectious Disease, the Secretary of VA established a presumption of service connection for nine infectious diseases related to qualifying military service in the Gulf War, Iraq and Afghanistan. The diseases are brucellosis, campylobacter jejuni, coxiella burnetii (Q fever), malaria, mycobacterium tuberculosis, nontyphoid salmonella, shigella, visceral leishmaniasis and West Nile virus. VA's final regulation took effect September 29, 2010.

View more research on health effects of Gulf War service.
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Gulf War Veterans’ Medically Unexplained Illnesses

A prominent condition affecting Gulf War Veterans is a cluster of medically unexplained chronic symptoms that can include fatigue, headaches, joint pain, indigestion, insomnia, dizziness, respiratory disorders, and memory problems.

VA refers to these illnesses as "chronic multisymptom illness" and "undiagnosed illnesses." We prefer not to use the term “Gulf War Syndrome” when referring to medically unexplained symptoms reported by Gulf War Veterans. Why? Because symptoms vary widely.

Military service connection

[image: Doctor having a discussion with a Veteran patient]

Gulf War Veterans who meet the criteria below do not need to prove a connection between their military service and illnesses in order to receive VA disability compensation.

VA presumes certain chronic, unexplained symptoms existing for 6 months or more are related to Gulf War service without regard to cause. These "presumptive" illnesses must have appeared during active duty in the Southwest Asia theater of military operations or by December 31, 2021, and be at least 10 percent disabling. These illnesses include:

· Myalgic Encephalomyelitis/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (ME/CFS), a condition of long-term and severe fatigue that is not relieved by rest and is not directly caused by other conditions.

· Fibromyalgia, a condition characterized by widespread muscle pain. Other symptoms may include insomnia, morning stiffness, headache, and memory problems.

· Functional gastrointestinal disorders, a group of conditions marked by chronic or recurrent symptoms related to any part of the gastrointestinal tract. Functional condition refers to an abnormal function of an organ, without a structural alteration in the tissues. Examples include irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), functional dyspepsia, and functional abdominal pain syndrome.

· Undiagnosed illnesses with symptoms that may include but are not limited to: abnormal weight loss, fatigue, cardiovascular disease, muscle and joint pain, headache, menstrual disorders, neurological and psychological problems, skin conditions, respiratory disorders, and sleep disturbances.

VA benefits

Gulf War Veterans may be eligible for a variety of VA benefits, including a Gulf War Registry health exam, the Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry, health care, and disability compensation for diseases related to military service. Their dependents and survivors also may be eligible for benefits.

Learn more about benefits related to Gulf War service.

Research on Gulf War Veterans' illnesses

VA and other researchers continue to conduct research to investigate how service in the Gulf War is linked to illnesses Gulf War Veterans have experienced. Research includes:

· Multiyear health survey of Gulf War-era Veterans to find out how their health has changed over time

· Studies by VA's War Related Illness and Injury Study Center

VA contracts with the Health and Medicine Division (HMD) (formally known as the Institute of Medicine) of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine to scientifically review the evidence for possible connections between Gulf War Veterans' illnesses and exposure to environmental agents or preventive medicine during service, and the best treatments for these illnesses.

VA is currently reviewing HMD's latest Gulf War and Health report, Gulf War and Health: Volume 10: Update of Health Effects of Serving in the Gulf War, 2016.
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Gulf War Research Studies

Research on Health Effects of Gulf War Service

VA and other organizations conduct research evaluating the health effects of Gulf War service during Operations Desert Shield, Desert Storm, Iraqi Freedom and New Dawn.

VA epidemiology studies on Gulf War Veterans

VA's Epidemiology Program conducted a multiyear survey study of Gulf War-era Veterans who served in 1990-1991 to find out how their health has changed over time. Researchers conducted an initial survey in 1995, a second survey in 2005, and a third survey in 2012.

Past findings show deployed Veterans reported a higher prevalence of unexplained multisymptom illness and poorer health than non-deployed Veterans.

View more research from the Epidemiology Program.

VA War Related Illness and Injury Study Center research

VA's War Related Illness and Injury Study Center (WRIISC) offers services to combat Veterans, families, and health care providers on deployment-related health concerns. Also, the WRIISC conducts research that looks at post-deployment health issues and medically unexplained symptoms.

Health and Medicine Division

The Health and Medicine Division (HMD) (formally known as the Institute of Medicine) of the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine is a non-government organization that evaluates scientific literature and provides advice. By law, VA contracts with the HMD to scientifically review evidence for possible connections between Gulf War Veterans' illnesses and exposure to toxic agents, environmental or wartime hazards, or preventive medicine during military service.

Find out more about HMD reports and VA findings.

Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans' Illnesses

Congress created the Research Advisory Committee (RAC) on Gulf War Veterans’ Illnesses in 1998 to make recommendations to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs about government research on health effects of military service during the Gulf War. View recently funded research studies and recently published research articles.

Read more about the Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans' Illnesses.

Department of Defense

The Department of Defense funds research on Gulf War illness through the Gulf War Illness Research Program (GWIRP).  The GWIRP has compiled a list of research resources produced from their funding.

Additional Research

You may want to conduct an extensive search on Gulf War Veterans health through the U.S. National Institutes of Health's PubMed.




Gulf War Exposures

Gulf War (August 2, 1990 to present), includes Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm

Gulf War Veterans may have been exposed to a variety of environmental and chemical hazards that carried potential health risks. Join the Gulf War Registry and the Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry to document your exposures and health concerns.

[image: Medic administers vaccine]Vaccinations 
Including anthrax and botulinum toxoid

[image: Oil well fire during the Gulf War]Oil Well Fires
Oil or gas wells that caught on fire and burned

[image: Soldier wearing gas mask]Chemical & Biological Weapons (Khamisiyah, Iraq)
Ammunitions storage depot containing warfare agents that was demolished

[image: Side of tank in Iraq]Depleted Uranium
Uranium used in military tank armor and some bullets

[image: Servicemen are covering their ears to shield them from the noise of a blast]Noise
Harmful sounds from guns, equipment, and machinery that is often experienced during service

[image: Side view of tank]CARC Paint
Chemical Agent Resistant Coating (CARC) used on military vehicles to resist corrosion and chemical agents

[image: Man wearing workplace safety gear]Occupational Hazards
Exposures from working with chemicals, paints, and machinery during service

[image: White pills on hand]Pyridostigmine Bromide (PB)
Round, white tablet used as pre-treatment drug to protect against nerve agent soman

[image: Spraying pesticides]Pesticides
Substances used to repel or destroy pests such as insects and pathogens

[image: Dust surrounding a group of   paratroopers]Sand, Dust and Particulates
Tiny airborne matter that can cause respiratory and other health problems

[image: Pits left from roadside bomb]Toxic Embedded Fragments
Shrapnel and other metals that remain in the body after injury

[image: Silhouette of a soldier in front of the bright sun]Infectious Diseases
Nine infectious diseases associated with Southwest Asia and Afghanistan military service

[image: Silhouette of a soldier on a truck in front of the bright   sun]
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