“PTSD, Veterans and Acupuncture”

by Jeffrey Haloff , LAc., co-founder of Humboldt Veterans Acupuncture Project
As we learn about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, we often read alot of statistics.  The human cost and incalculable suffering becomes translated to over $1 trillion spent on the wars by the U.S., over 5000 Americans dead and 30,000 maimed (not to mention innumerable Iraqis and Afghanis.)  Another statistic to which we are obligated to pay attention, is the rapidly rising number of service members and veterans suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  A Rand Corporation study completed in 2008 found that 20% of military service members returning from Afghanistan and Iraq have reported symptoms of PTSD or major depression.  That was roughly 300,000 people, and that number continues to rise according to figures from Veterans for Common Sense (VCS).  The Rand study also determined that many service members do not seek help, as they fear it will stigmatize them and harm their careers.  And among those who do ask for help, it was determined that about half do not receive “minimally adequate” care to alleviate their suffering. 

The symptoms of PTSD begin after experience of physical or psychological trauma, and often a combination of the two.  It is a chronic disorder, and can last months, and often years.  PTSD is classified as an anxiety disorder, characterized by subjective re-experiencing of trauma, avoidance of stimuli that are associated with trauma, and decreased involvement in life’s activities.  Anxiety, anger, insomnia, nightmares, hopelessness, depression, inability to concentrate, hyper-vigilance and panic attacks can be commonly experienced.  The persistent symptoms can cause impairment of one’s participation in social relations, inability to maintain employment, and damage to one’s ability to function in society.  

The term, “PTSD”, was coined in the 1970’s, but PTSD-like symptoms have been recognized in combat veterans for ages.  Shell-shock, battle fatigue, and traumatic war neuroses are some terms that have been used, as this problem has been identified since at least the Civil War, and likely as far back as ancient Greece.  The term, “Post-Vietnam Syndrome” was coined by the group, Vietnam Veterans Against the War, realizing that veterans were having readjustment problems.  Post-Vietnam Syndrome then came to be recognized as and labeled Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.

A 1983 National Veterans Readjustment Study, mandated by Congress, found that 15% of Vietnam veterans showed signs of PTSD.  Between 2001 and 2009, the US Department of Veterans Affairs reports that 1 million troops left active duty and became eligible for VA services.  Nearly 50% sought treatment for a disability, ailment or disorder, and nearly half of those were diagnosed with a mental health problem.  This is a rate of approximately 25% of returning troops with some manifestation of PTSD, and these numbers may likely be higher, as many do not ask for help.  Multiple deployments, and the rising number of Traumatic Brain Injuries (TBI) are also factors that drive up the rates of PTSD.

Untreated symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress may lead to suicidal thoughts and action, and we know that suicide rates for veterans and active service members are at appallingly high levels.  The army’s suicide rate doubled between 2001 and 2006.  In 2003, 77 active-duty soldiers killed themselves, 140 in 2008, and 160 in 2009.  Data for veterans is at least as troubling, as the Veterans Affairs Department reports that there are approximately 950 suicide attempts each month by veterans in the care of the VA.  

18 veterans commit suicide each day, 5 of which are in VA care.  Military suicides account for 20% of all suicides, but veterans only make up 7.6% of the population.

Obviously, these are big problems.  As an acupuncturist, I can also sincerely say that we have a solution.  Acupuncture has been found, in scientific studies, to ease the symptoms of post-traumatic stress, at least as well as cognitive behavioral therapy.  In veterans acupuncture clinics around the country, including Humboldt, vets report experiencing a greater sense of well-being, reduced insomnia and less anxiety after acupuncture treatments.  

We have started the Humboldt Veterans Acupuncture Project (HVAP) to try to alleviate some of that statistical and personal nightmare mentioned above.  We are affiliated with Acupuncturists Without Borders (AWB) and their nationwide Military Stress Recovery Project.  We give free acupuncture to vets, active-duty service members, and their families.  (We do accept donations.)  The beauty of acupuncture is that it is a simple, low cost modality that offers immediate, effective and easily accessible treatment for large numbers of people.  The treatments are based on the National Acupuncture Detox Association (NADA) ear protocol, which has been proven to be powerful in relieving symptoms of stress and trauma.  During treatment, people sit fully clothed in a circle of chairs, and the licensed acupuncturist places 5 tiny needles in each ear.  The recipients then usually close their eyes and rest for approximately 30 minutes as the acupuncture does its work.

The potential of this program is enormous. History has shown that the long-term impact of war takes a tremendous toll for decades. By providing free acupuncture treatments to veterans currently returning from war, we can play a part in preventing history from repeating itself, and by providing treatments to veterans from past wars and conflicts, we can take part in helping mend the psychological wounds of the past. Also, acupuncture is a tool that can work harmoniously with other more conventional treatment modalities such as counseling and medication.  
A Marine, part of a Wounded Warriors unit, having returned from multiple hazardous deployments in Iraq, was asked to describe his first acupuncture treatment. "After she stuck me (needled me), I went back out to my truck, and I just sat there, for about an hour and a half, just GLOWING (his words.)."  His eyes moistened briefly as he said, "I realized it was the first time I had felt happy in two and a half years," he volunteered, continuing, "I had forgotten what it was it like to feel real joy."  Acupuncture works by balancing your energy, vitalizing your essential energy that exists within, since pre-trauma.  We heal from the inside.

Acupuncturists have recently been employed by the military to treat PTSD, and pain.  Studies, such as by the Rand Corp., have shown that PTSD, at current rates, will cost society $6.2 billion.  The military is also concerned with lost productivity and getting suffering soldiers to return to active duty.  At Humboldt Veterans Acupuncture Project, we are more concerned with each individual within our community.  And if we can help give a sense of well-being, a “glowing joy”, as described above, wonderful, we can create peace, one ear, one tiny needle, and one person at a time.  

Humboldt Veterans Acupuncture Project (HVAP) offers free treatments before each Veterans For Peace meeting at 6PM, 1st Thursday of each month at 550 Union, Arcata.  We hope to expand this service with more venues in the future.  We also treat monthly at the Redwood Vets Center in Eureka.  Ask your VA doctor to recommend acupuncture on a fee basis for chronic pain, PTSD, and other problems.  Call Jeffrey Haloff at (707)268-8007 or Jessica Baker at (707)822-4300 with questions. 
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