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MUSTARD GAS EXPOSURE 

BACKGROUND: Mustard agents and Lewisite are blister-producing 
(vesicant) agents. There are two types of mustard agents, 
sulphur mustard and nitrogen mustard. 
arsenic-containing compound, sharing s%m.e_properties with 
mustard agents. Although these agents are commonly thought of 
as gases, they are liquids at room temperature. 

Lewisite is an organic 

The Department of Veterans Affairs first began studying the 
issue of mustard gas exposure in late 1990, when it learned of 
secret mustard gas experiments in field and chamber tests of 
protective clothing conducted during World War 11. 

On July 31, 1992, VA published 38 CPR 3.316 to establish a 
presumption of service connection for a chronic form of 
laryngitis, bronchitis, emphysema, asthma, conjunctivitis, 
keratitis, o r  corneal opacities based on full-body exposure to 
mustard gas in the field or chamber experiments conducted 
during WWII. The disabilities may appear at any time after 
exposure, and a history showing continuity of symptoms 
following release from active duty is not required. 

VA also contracted with NAS to conduct a review of the 
world medical and scientific literature, including that 
published in languages other than English, to determine the 
long-term health effects of exposure to mustard agents and 
Lewisite. After reviewing almost 2,000 medical and scientific 
papers, consulting with outside experts, and conducting public 
hearings, NAS issued that report, entitled "Veterans at Risk: 
The Health Effects of Mustard Gas and Lewisite", on 
January 6, 1 9 9 3 .  

CURRENT STATUS: On January 24, 1 9 9 4 ,  VA published a proposed 
rule to amend 38 CFR 3 . 3 1 6  based upon a review of the NAS 
report. The proposed rule would provide service connection for 
chronic conjunctivitis, keratitis, corneal opacities, scar 
formation, nasopharyngeal cancer, lc?ryngeal cancer, lung cancer 
(except mesothelioma), o r  squamous cell carcinoma of the skin 
based upon full-body exposure to nitrogen o r  sulfur mustard 
during active military service. It would also provide service 
connection for a chronic form of laryngitis, bronchitis, 
emphysema, asthma or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
based upon full-body exposure to nitrogen o r  sulfur mustard o r  
Lewisite during active military service. Additionally, it 
would provide service connection for acute nonlymphocytic 
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leukemia based upon full-body exposure to nitrogen mustard 
during active military service. As in the current rule, the 
conditions could appear at any time after exposure, and 
continuity of symptoms need not be shown in order to establish 
service connection for any of the specified conditions. 

Whereas the current regulation applies only to those 
veterans exposed while participating ikseeret tests of 
protective equipment during World War 11, the proposed 
amendment would expand it to cover any verified full-body 
exposure during military service. This would allow veterans 
exposed to mustard gas under battlefield conditions in World 
War I, during the German air raid on the harbor of Bari, Italy, 
in World War 11, or while engaged in manufacturing and handling 
vesicant agents to be eligible for consideration for 
presumptive service connection. 

DISCUSSION: In initially establishing presumptive service 
connection for disabilities related to mustard gas exposure, VA 
was influenced by the long history of secrecy surrounding the 
WWII mustard gas experiments. VA determined that, through no 
fault of the veterans involved, there was inadequate 
documentation of their participation in the tests, which were 
classified. Medical records associated with the tests are 
generally unavailable, and no long-term follow-up examinations 
were conducted. Due to the secrecy of the tests, some 
participants may have been deterred from filing claims for 
resulting disabilities or from seeking medical care. Some 
participants have, in fact, indicated that they declined to 
seek medical help because they had been emphatically warned not 
to disclose the secret nature of the program. Those who did 
file claims may have experienced difficulty in establishing 
entitlement to benefits. For these reasons, VA determined to 
allow a presumption of service connection for certain illnesses 
with known mustard-gas associations. 

STATISTICAL INFORMATION: The C&P Service now has a list of 
over 2,400 Navy volunteers who participated in tests at the 
Naval Research Laboratory (NRL) between August 1943 and October 
1 9 4 5 .  This list represents virtually all NRL test 
participants. We also know that perhaps as many as 6000 to 
20,000 persons were tested at the University of Chicago at 
Great Lakes. VA has experienced difficulty in obtaining 
records on the tests conducted by the Army, a matter which will 
be addressed in a forthcoming GAO report. Further efforts by 
VA to identify test participants are pending release of 
pertinent DOD records. 


