[bookmark: _GoBack]I’m Mike Richman, and welcome to our ongoing podcast series, Voices of VA Research. At the Minneapolis VA Health Care System, scientists are pursuing the theory that Gulf War illness stems from abnormal immune responses that lead to neurological cognitive mood, pain, and fatigue symptoms. That theory prompted their investigation of the human leukocyte antigen, or HLA. HLA genes are on chromosome 6 and play key roles in immune system functioning. For more insight on this, I recently caught up with Dr. Apostolos Georgopoulos, head of the Brain Sciences Center at the Minneapolis VA. He believes the findings could pave the way for immunotherapy for Vets with Gulf War illness. About 300,000 Veterans have the condition, which affects various organs, most notably the brain. Symptoms include fatigue, rashes, body aches, joint swelling, gastral intestinal problems, memory loss, depression, anxiety, and chronic headaches. I asked Dr. Georgopoulos to tell me more about his research and its goal. 

Georgopoulos: “Great, of course, by all means. You know Gulf War Veterans who were affected, and then develop the Gulf War illness, they seem to be lacking some key components of these genetic materials, [which are] very essential in taking care of pathogens, like … viruses, bacteria, and so on and so forth. [They] presumably, at least theoretically, were given vaccines. We don’t have anything specific about vaccines, but that is the common ground, because Gulf War illness will develop both in people who deploy to the war theaters and others that didn’t. So what we discovered is that the presence of … any combination of six leukocyte alleles [is] associated with practically no symptoms of the disease. And then in a greater way, if people have two, have one, two is the maximum you can have. If they have one, then the symptoms are much less severe, and if they are zero, then the probability of having the disease in full-blown symptomatology is very high. So, it was a combination it seems of exposure, and lack of immune, lack of the potential to take care of the exposure itself. So this is the basic theory, and that is what we have been pursuing. So after we identify those alleles, then we looked at the brain itself, other brain mechanisms involved in that and we identified those brain networks that are influenced by this protective mechanism. As expected, then again it was very clear that relation of the presence of the protection, and the healthiness if you want to build brain networks subservient to these functions that are affected in the absence of this genetic material.”
Richman: So if I am a Vet with GWI, why is this research important to me?
Georgopoulos: “Yes, I think it’s very important because it may lead to therapy. So, the current theory, or current working hypothesis, is that the illness is still present because of two potential reasons. One is that some pathogens are still circulating in the blood, and therefore if these are neutralized then the symptoms could be ameliorated. And the other is that if these potential pathogens circulate they may have led to an autoimmune response, because they may resemble some of the brain proteins, and in that case again there could be an avenue to treatment like we treat other autoimmune diseases. So, either way, there is I think for the first time … the potential for a rational treatment intervention in Gulf War Illness. And that is the most exciting part, not going blindly, you know and just giving right here and there, but guided by these discoveries. 
Richman: This all sounds very exciting. I want to thank Dr. Georgopoulos for joining me on Voices of VA Research. Hope you enjoyed it. I’m Mike Richman, please tune in again. To learn more about VA research, go to www.research.va.gov.    
