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By Christine Cioppa

The Department of Defense (DoD) is using acupuncture and has been for a while. In fact, the U.S. Air Force even has an
Acupuncture and Integrative Medicine Center at Joint Base Andrews, Maryland.

Retired Air Force Colonel Richard C. Niemtzow, M.D., Ph.D., MPH, is leading the military’s research on using acupunciure

for pain on the battlefield. Still, it is not a treatment that is typically covered by most insurance companies, including Tricare.

While acupuncture gains ground within the DoD and Veterans Health Administration, there are other places to try it out.
Through the Acupuncturists Without Borders (AWB) Military Stress Recovery Project, veterans, active military (including

reservists) and their families can seek out free treatment for chronic pain and post traumatic stress (PTSD).

“We have about 35 clinics in various parts of the country run by volunteers that we've trained to do trauma treatment,” says
Carla Cassler, DAOM, L.Ac., Co-Director of Acupuncturists Without Borders. She says many veterans have a combination
of pain, PTSD and some reliance on medications. “Some are also taking a lot of medications. Medications cause a whole
set of problems in and of itself,” adds Cassler. “So the acupuncture is a simple treatment that works with all three things—

pain, PTSD and substance dependence.”

The organization was created a decade earlier after Hurricane Katrina, where volunteers provided free acupuncture to treat

stress and trauma to those who needed it.

“After that, it was the height of the Iraq war,” says Cassler. Many people were coming back with very little assistance for
serious traumatic stress, she said. “So we started The Military Stress Recovery Project as a way of providing some services

that we had provided in New Orleans.”

Currently, AWB clinics throughout the country do about 40,000 treatments collectively per year. To find a location, go to
hito:/Awww.acuwithoutborders.org/veteransprogram. piip.

How It Works

“The pathways that are involved in pain, chronic pain, and trauma activation are shared neural pathways. So in other
words, the network of nerves that are involved in pain patterns and trauma patterns are shared to some extent,” Cassler

says. This is why people with PTSD often have worse pain problems and vise versa, she explains.

Acupuncture helps in several ways. First, it promotes blood flow, which helps damaged tissue heal. Second, it helps nerve
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pathways reset where pain signals are misfiring. With chronic pain, Cassler says that the nerve pathways that were firing in
the initial stages of the pain keep firing. In three or four months, after the injury is healed, the pain is still there.

“So you have to treat the nervous system when you are dealing with chronic pain. You have to bring it back to where it can

self-regulate and it only fires when it really should,” she says.
Thirdly, acupuncture helps with substance dependence.

“It is really important to keep pain under control and to try to do it without opiates, which is unfortunately part of the picture
for a lot of veterans. They are being given really, really strong opiates, then they become addicts. That is not a good

configuration,” Cassler says.
The DoD & Acupunture
So why doesn't Tricare cover it? Or, does it? At least one base offers it. Cassler is hopeful.

“We are in the middle of trying to integrate this practice into mainstream healthcare. It is definitely more advanced in the

DoD than it is in the VA,” she says.

Retired Air Force Colone! Richard C. Niemtzow, M.D., Ph.D., MPH, works for the DoD and studies battlefield acupuncture
in the U.S. military. Last month he published research on battlefield acupuncture with two other doctors in the journal
Medical Acupuncture. He is credited with the development of a type of ear acupuncture that reduces pain in minutes. The
researchers concluded that this type of acupuncture is “an ideal technique’ that provides “rapid pain relief in a few minutes

with almost no side effects.”

Currently, the DoD has one, full-time acupuncture center, focated at U.S. Air Force Acupuncture and integrative Medicine
Center at Joint Base Andrews. Active duty and retired military personnel are being treated there. The center also provides

training to healthcare professionals on battlefield acupuncture.
The VA, which is under congressional control and separate from the DoD, offers limited acupuncture.

There are some acupuncturists in the VA who are MDs. They can offer acupuncture if the medical director says yes. What
is getting in the way of acupuncture being offered is an occupational code. While medical doctors can do it under their

medical doctor code, not all doctors know it.

But, Cassler says things are changing with the addition of a labor code for acupuncturists. Soon, medical directors will have

the option of hiring acupuncturists and providing acupuncture programs.

In the meantime, acupuncture for chronic pain and PTSD can be sought throughout the country through Acupuncturists

Without Borders, for free. But it is just a matter of time before things change, and Cassler is content with that.

“We'd like to be out of business so to speak so the veterans can get it through their regular medical care. That is not quite

accomplished yet,” she says.

Find a Military Stress Recovery Project center near you:

http://www.acuwithoutborders.org/veteransprogram.php

Read “Battlefield Acupuncture in the U.S. Military: A Pain-Reduction Model for NATO,” published in Medical Acupuncture,
Volume 27, Number 5, 2015 at: mp:llonline.Iiebertpgb;com/dgilpd_fm0.1989/gcu.2014‘1055
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