
 

DEPARTMENT OF THE AIR FORCE 
WASHINGTON DC 

Office of the Assistant Secretary 

DoD Civilian/Military Service Review Board (C/MSRB) 
SAF Personnel Council 
1500 West Perimeter Road 
Joint Base Andrews, MD  20762 

Mr. Christopher T. Dushane 
American Legion Sierra Post 785 
1st Vice Commander / Service Officer 
PO Box 854 
Visalia, CA  93297 

Dear Mr. Dushane: 

We received your letter, dated 1 February 2023, concerning Department of Veteran 
Affairs benefits for certain individuals who served in a Hmong Special Guerilla Unit (SGU) who 
operated under the control of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in Laos during the Vietnam 
War.  Although your letter and accompanying documents reflects some familiarity with the 
process for acquiring “veteran status,” we nonetheless provide the following overview of the 
relevant authorities, process, and guidelines. 

In the GI Bill Improvements Act of 1977, Congress directed the Secretary of Defense to 
establish procedures to recognize civilian work, which is equivalent to active military service, for 
VA benefits.  The service had to be by a group of civilian employees or contractors, during 
wartime, and to the U.S. Armed Forces, among other criteria.  The Secretary of Defense 
published the recognition criteria and application procedures in Department of Defense Directive 
(DoDD) 1000.20, Active Duty Service Determinations for Civilian or Contractual Groups, and 
appointed the Secretary of the Air Force as the DoD Executive Agent to make the final 
recognition decisions.   

In that directive, the Secretary of Defense also created the DoD Civilian/Military Service 
Review Board (CMSRB).  It was charged with evaluating applications and making 
recommendations to the Secretary of the Air Force whether or not to recognize a group.  The 
CMSRB’s process includes reviews by military historians and experts in the law of armed 
conflict.   

Once an application is submitted, it will be reviewed for completeness and compliance 
with DoDD 1000.20.  If the group does not meet the (prima facie) eligibility requirements or if 
the application is incomplete, it will be returned noting the reasons the application is insufficient.  
For example, if the group seeking recognition is not a group of civilian employees or contractors 
the application will be returned with the explanation noted above.  It is important to note that the 
burden of proof rests with the applicant group and it is vital that any and all documentary 
evidence substantiating the elements of the claim be forwarded along with the application. 
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X John K. Vallario

Signed by: VALLARIO.JOHN.K.1069511070

We note that all applications for recognition must show the group under review “rendered 
service to the United States in what was considered civilian employment with the U.S. Armed 
Forces…”  In reviewing your correspondence, we observed, based on your submission, that the 
individuals who rendered service as part of the Special Guerilla Unit were not under the 
authority of the U.S. Armed Forces, but under the direction of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) as an allied armed force.  If this is the case, it appears this group would not meet the 
criteria for recognition under DoDD 1000.20 or Public Law 95-202.  Similar inquiries and 
applications have been previously submitted to the CMSRB and ultimately determined to be 
ineligible for this reason.   

I note your correspondence includes an academic article entitled “The Battle for 
Recognition:  Granting Hmong Special Guerilla Unit Veterans Access to VA Benefits.”  This 
article argues in part that the criteria of the DoDD 1000.20 should be changed to allow the 
CMSRB to recommend recognition of civilian groups who served under the operational control 
of the CIA during wartime.  Although the CMSRB serves as the Executing Agency for the DoD 
on behalf of the Secretary of the Air Force, it does not have the authority to amend the criteria of 
this Directive.  The CMSRB has, however, forwarded your correspondence to the Office of the 
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower and Reserve Affairs to consider the views 
expressed in this article.   

If you decide to submit a revised application on behalf of the group, we encourage you to 
thoroughly read the criteria in DoDD 1000.20, and address each in the application.  Additionally, 
we have enclosed a copy of frequently asked questions (and answers) about the CMSRB. 

We trust this information is helpful. 

Sincerely, 

JOHN K. VALLARIO, GS-15, DAF 
President, DoD C/MSRB 

Enclosures: 
1. DoDD 1000.20
2. CMSRB FAQs
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