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Good morning, everyone.  Thank you, Jim , for you generous introduction.  I am always pleased to come before this Committee.  

This august group is among the vanguard in turning around the stinging words of a 1997 report issued by the House of Representatives Government Oversight Committee. 
“[W]hen it comes to diagnosis, treatment, and research for Gulf War veterans, we find the Federal government too often has a tin ear, cold heart, and a closed mind.”  

Clearly, the past decade has not covered VA in glory.  However, since taking office last year, this Administration – under Secretary Principi’s leadership – has begun to change that, perhaps deserved, Congressional perception.  

I say this in light of the fact of this advisory committee’s very existence … your mandate to direct and oversee research initiatives … and your strong, diverse, independent voices.  

I say this in light of VA’s decision to compensate and unconditionally care for veterans afflicted with Lou Gehrig’s disease.  

And I say this in light of VA’s move to cover undiagnosed illnesses stemming from service in the Gulf War.

These are good decisions, right decisions.

I look forward to other opportunities to make decisions that benefit veterans, now sick and suffering, as a result of their service to this Nation.  

Our research portfolio of 224 projects, supported by $213 million in Government funds, holds the promise of gaining medical advantage in the fight against these illnesses.  Today, I am pleased to recognize a new milestone in the effort to help them.  Today, we can move from concern for them, to hope for them.  

As your Committee’s interim report of June 25th pointed out, there is increasing objective evidence that a major category of Gulf War Illnesses is neurological in character.

Some of you have been stating that for some time, and I applaud your persistence.  However, it is important for us to recognize the contributions of other researchers, who are now building on and confirming your findings.  

In February, Dr. Han Kang and his colleagues here at VHA in Washington, reported a major epidemiological study demonstrating results consistent with neurological impairment in Gulf War veterans.

Dr. Michael Weiner, of VA’s medical center in San Francisco, has used magnetic resonance spectroscopy to show that ill veterans have objective functional brain abnormalities.  This small-scale study – replicating earlier work by private researchers – is now being expanded.

And, just last month, Dr. Simon Wessely’s group in London reported in the British Medical Journal, that the ill health suffered by British Gulf War veterans cannot be explained completely by stress or other psychological disorders.

Accordingly, today I am very pleased to announce several important actions taken in response to your Committee’s report.

First, recognizing these new and emerging discoveries, the Department of Veterans Affairs has budgeted up to $20 million in Fiscal Year 2004 for research into Gulf War Illnesses and other military deployments.  This figure is twice that spent by VA in any previous year.

Second, we have also budgeted funds to create a Center of Excellence in medical imaging.  It reflects the importance of medical imaging in understanding Gulf War Illnesses … and other medical conditions of concern to veterans from all eras.

Third, we have directed our R&D staff to designate a senior level employee to work with the Research Advisory Committee to explore ways to implement several recommendations made in your June report.  

Specifically, we want to further explore the issues of treatment options and solicitations for research proposals that will address the neurological aspects of Gulf War Illnesses.

By these three actions, VA intends to send a message to researchers.  We want to underscore the fact that research into Gulf War Illnesses is an area ripe for important discoveries.  That there is honor in this work.  Not only to improve the health of veterans of the Gulf War, but to protect American troops and civilians in the future.  

And that there is money to support new hypotheses.  We want the best researchers and the best ideas brought to bear on this long-standing problem.

Most important, we want to send a message to veterans.  That science is finally beginning to unravel the mysteries of Gulf War Illnesses.  That this Administration is committed to pursuing new science, medical breakthroughs, and new treatments.  And that, finally, there is reason for hope.

I would like to take this opportunity to thank the Committee for your leadership as we consider perspectives from all quarters.  And through stepped-up research, make meaningful progress in the fight against this medical scourge. 
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