
 
 
 

 
 

 
June 3, 2014 

 
 
Honorable Rob Nabors   Honorable Sloan Gibson 
Deputy Chief of Staff          Acting Secretary of Veterans Affairs   
The White House     Department of Veterans Affairs  
1600 Pennsylvania Ave.   810 Vermont Ave., NW 
Washington, DC  20500   Washington, DC 20420 
 
Honorable Bernard Sanders   Honorable Richard Burr 
Chairman, Committee on Veterans Affairs  Ranking Member, Committee on Veterans Affairs  
United States Senate    United States Senate 
332 Dirksen Senate Office Bldg.   217 Russell Senate Office Bldg.  
Washington, DC  20510   Washington, DC  20510    
 
Honorable Jeff Miller    Honorable Mike Michaud 
Chairman, Committee on Veterans Affairs Ranking Member, Committee on Veterans Affairs  
U.S. House of Representatives  U.S. House of Representatives 
336 Cannon House Office Bldg.  1724 Longworth House Office Bldg.  
Washington, DC  20515   Washington, DC  20515 
 
 
Honorable Gentlemen: 
 
As you begin the reform of the Department of Veterans Affairs, I urge you to look much higher 
and much deeper than hospital administrators scamming wait times with tragic results.   
 
As chairman of a VA public advisory committee of doctors and veterans, I have witnessed the 
same willingness to hide the truth and put bureaucratic agendas ahead of veterans’ health that has 
occurred in Phoenix and elsewhere.  In this case, however, the duplicity reaches the highest 
levels of the department and obstructs hopes for better health of an entire generation of veterans.  
 
Congress created our committee to advise VA on research to improve the health of the quarter 
million veterans who came home sick from the 1991 Gulf War, after expelling Saddam 
Hussein’s army from Kuwait in four days.  They suffer from unremitting pain, memory loss, 
intestinal disorders, exhaustion, and ruined careers.  Many have died, but we don’t know how 
many because VA has not published that information since as of 2000. 
 
For the past two years, VA staff has been engaged in a backdoor campaign to rig scientific 
studies and reports in order to revive the discredited 1990’s fiction that nothing special happened 
to their health, just what happens after every war, due to psychiatric stress.  This campaign is 
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designed to save costs by denying benefits, but it also has the insidious effect of misleading 
research to find treatments down blind alleys. 
 
Multiple reports by our committee and the Institute of Medicine have conclusively established 
that Gulf War illness is not psychiatric.  It was likely caused by an onslaught of neurotoxic 
exposures, including anti-nerve-gas pills, pesticides, oil well fires, and low-level chemical 
weapons released by the destruction of Iraqi facilities. These sick veterans have no effective 
treatments, but remedies can likely be discovered with the right research, according to the 
Institute of Medicine. 
 
Instead, while purporting to accept these facts and conducting a small amount of legitimate 
studies, VA is quietly trying to revive the stress theory by fabricating science. 
 
An April 22, 2014, news report by Military Times disclosed that VA Undersecretary for Benefits 
Allison Hickey opposed even using the term "Gulf War illness" because it "might imply a causal 
link between service in the Gulf and poor health which could necessitate ... disability 
compensation for veterans who served in the Gulf." 
 
Compared to the 250,000 who are ill, current VA statistics show that only 11,216 veterans’ 
claims for health care and compensation for Gulf War-related illness have been approved. 
 
While veterans suffer, VA prefers to deny the reality of their illness to keep costs and waitlists 
down, rather than to address it honestly and aggressively pursue treatments.  
 
Our committee has documented these intolerable actions in detailed reports to Secretary 
Shinseki.   A former senior VA scientist turned whistleblower, Dr. Steven Coughlin, described 
other abuses in testimony to Congress last year.   
 
They include, for example: 
 
 -  Slanting research studies. The recent major VA survey of Gulf War veterans asked the 
questions necessary to identify stress, but not to identify Gulf War illness. 
 -  Failing to publish critical research results.  Dr. Coughlin, who conducted studies of 
veterans health in VA’s Office of Public Health, testified: “[I] f the studies produce results that 
do not support OPH’s unwritten policy, they do not release them… Anything that supports the 
position that Gulf War illness is a neurological condition is unlikely to ever be published.”  
 -  Disseminating false information to the medical community.  The leaders of VA’s War-
Related Illness and Injury Study Center editorialized to readers of the journal Military Medicine 
that the illness has been around since the Civil War. 

-  Manipulating even reports of the Institute of Medicine, the high court of American 
medical science.  VA transformed an Institute of Medicine treatments report ordered by 
Congress into a review of largely psychotherapies. 
 -  Failing to conduct studies as ordered by Congress.  VA-contracted Institute of 
Medicine reports have consistently failed to consider animal research in determining whether 
toxic substances caused Gulf War veterans’ health problems, despite the clear instruction of 
Congress to do so.  Since most studies of toxic substances are necessarily done in animals, the 
result has been that the reports have never found sufficient evidence to conclude that veterans are 



entitled to care.  This practice is now being applied to reports assessing the effects of toxic 
exposures such as burn pits on the health of recent Iraq and Afghanistan veterans. 

-  Reporting false and misleading information to Congress.  VA’s annual Gulf War 
research report to Congress is routinely padded with studies having little or nothing to do with 
Gulf War veterans.  The “VA Gulf War Biorepository Trust”, which consumed over $7 million 
of Gulf War research funding during fiscal years 2009-2011, proved to be an ALS brain bank for 
veterans of all eras with just one Gulf War veteran’s brain out of sixty-one. 

 
This list is just the tip of the iceberg.  The full documentation was initially presented in a forty-
six-page report to Secretary Shinseki in June 2012, which recommended that these flagrant 
abuses be investigated and that those responsible be removed from positions of authority over 
Gulf War research.   http://www.va.gov/RAC-
GWVI/docs/Committee_Documents/CommitteeDocJune2012.pdf 
 
Nothing happened.  Nine months later, a scientist and a veteran from the committee testified to 
Congress regarding the abuses.  VA staff retaliated, convincing acting VA Chief of Staff Jose 
Riojas, who had been on the job only a few weeks, to change the committee charter to eliminate 
its authority to review the effectiveness of VA’s research program and to announce that all 
committee members would be replaced.  On the Chief of Staff’s recommendation, Secretary 
Shinseki signed the charter change. 
 
When I was later notified of these changes by Chief of Staff Riojas, I met with him and 
explained that he was shooting the messenger, but VA’s leadership team decided to press on 
rather than admit a mistake.  Chief of Staff Riojas personally told our committee in June 2013 
that we had become involved in matters beyond our charge.  When a scientist member asked him 
how the committee had exceeded its authority, the Chief of Staff was unable to provide an 
example. 
 
Since then, VA has proceeded to implement the termination of the committee’s independence.  
VA retained the charter change, so the committee was forced to remove from its 2014 five-year 
report, just released, the section detailing VA’s manipulation of research to revive the discredited 
stress theory.  This missing section can be found at the end of my recent Congressional 
testimony as “Exhibit B”.  http://veterans.house.gov/witness-testimony/mr-james-h-binns  
 
Worse, VA staff has shown that it intends to make the committee itself part of this manipulation.   
Two of the three scientists subsequently proposed for committee membership by VA were stress 
advocates.  One has edited a textbook on stress and is a member of the American Psychosomatic 
Society.  The other published an editorial last year stating that “presupposing a primary, 
supplementary, or synergistic role for stress in the Gulf War syndrome . . . provides a framework 
for valid scientific analysis.” 
 
The official who argued for putting the stress advocates on the committee was Dr. Robert Jesse, 
now VA Acting Undersecretary for Health.  He withdrew these names and appointed others 
when I and other current members objected, but we will soon be gone.  All but three members, 
including this writer, will be replaced by September. 
 
Last week, the House of Representatives passed a bill, H.R. 4261, to restore the independence of 
the committee.  I congratulate the courageous bipartisan leadership of House Veterans Affairs 



Committee Chairman Miller and Ranking Member Michaud, and Oversight and Investigations 
Subcommittee Chairman Coffman and Ranking Member Kirkpatrick, and I urge the Senate to 
also pass this legislation.  Preserving the committee, however, is only the first step, ensuring that 
Congress and the Secretary will continue to receive an independent view of VA staff actions.    
But the actions themselves must change. 
 
I urge you to investigate these abuses swiftly and thoroughly using independent outside 
inspectors, and to make corrective policy and personnel changes.  This investigation cannot be 
entrusted to VA staff, even the Office of Inspector General.   The Chief of Staff, the Acting 
Undersecretary for Health, and the Undersecretary for Benefits are themselves directly 
implicated.   
 
Like the Gulf War battlefield, VA is a toxic environment. 
 
While based on findings and recommendations of the committee, this letter reflects the views of 
the undersigned and has not been reviewed by the committee. 
 
 
Respectfully, 

 
 

 

 
 
  

James Binns 
Chairman 
Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans Illnesses 
 
 
 
2398 East Camelback Road, Suite 280 
Phoenix, Arizona  85016 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


