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THE AUTISM CRISIS:

In the '90s, a shocking series of reports were released on what had once been considered a mysterious and rare neurological disorder. Just a couple decades ago, autism afflicted 1 in every 10,000 Americans. Now, 1 in 150 children1 are diagnosed with a Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).   According to the Center for Disease Control, about 300,000 U.S. children have been diagnosed with autism2.   Boys are nearly four times more likely than girls to be identified with the condition.  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)3 requires each state’s Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Education to record specific childhood disabilities, including autism, for each school year.  Quantifying the prevalence of autism4 among students enrolled in the public school system for each state and for the nation as a whole shows:  the increase in autism prevalence is systemic across the US; autism prevalence time trend steadily increased from 1992 to 2003; there was a 805% cumulative growth rate of autism from 1992 to 2003; and there was a 20% average annual growth rate for autism from 1992 to 2003.

The national reaction shifted from disbelief to alarm. What was behind the increase?   Some groups claim a direct link between the increase in autism and the mercury contained in a preservative, thimerosal, found in many vaccines.   The thimerosal issue erupted in 1999 when it became known that U.S. health authorities for the first time had totaled the cumulative dose of mercury from multiple shots. The calculation showed that infants who got their shots on time could be exposed to mercury in excess of an Environmental Protection Agency guideline5.
Exposure to thimerosal rose sharply in the early 1990s when the CDC added five new shots (3 Hep B and 4 Hib) for infants in their first six months; the first dose before hospital discharge.  All of these shots, as well as some previously included on the schedule of vaccines6, contained thimerosal.  Thimerosal is 49.6% ethyl mercury by weight. Eli Lilly and Co.7, the Indianapolis-based drug giant, developed and registered thimerosal under its trade name Merthiolate in 1929 and began marketing it as an antibacterial, antifungal product.  The Material Safety Data Sheet8 for thimerosal labels the preservative highly toxic.   In some instances, children were exposed to 187.5 micrograms of mercury by the age of six months. Mercury in sufficient doses is a neurotoxin, and more toxic in the immature brain. It is reasonable to ask whether thimerosal in childhood vaccines increases risk of chronic childhood neurological disability and specifically autism.

Autism and its potential connection to immunization have surfaced as a hotly debated political issue.  Over the past several years, significant legislative activities have occurred.   The subject has been the focus of multiple Congressional hearings and widespread media coverage as it became intertwined with post 9/11 Homeland Security legislation.  From the Governmental Reform Hearings9, one of the biggest issues expressed was the possibility that the mercury-containing compound thimerosal in vaccines may have caused the international increase in cases of autism10.  

Fueling the controversy are a book, called ''Evidence of Harm,"11 by David Kirby, and a June 2005 article “Deadly Immunity,”12 in Rolling Stone magazine by Robert Kennedy Jr.    Kennedy also accused federal regulators, including officials from the CDC and the Food and Drug Administration, of relying on flawed science13 and of covering up health risks14 -- charges that officials have strongly denied.   In November 2002, David Kirby learned of 'the thimerosal theory' while investigating autism treatments for an article he was researching. At first, he thought the theory was a little far-fetched, but a week later he had second thoughts when on November 13, 2002 the United States House of Representatives passed the Homeland Security Act15.  The bill subsequently was passed by US Senate and signed into law by President George W. Bush on November 25, 2002.   The bill set up a new Department of Homeland Security and provided for the biggest reorganization in government since 1947.   The last four sections of the bill (sec. 1714-1717), slipped into the bill in a midnight provision16, shielded the pharmaceutical industry, specifically Eli Lilly, from lawsuits for injuries caused by FDA-approved vaccines.  This included mercury containing pediatric vaccines potentially associated with the development of autism.   

To add to the storm, the pharmaceutical giant has powerful friends in the White House.   After leaving the CIA in 1977, George H.W. Bush served as Corporate Director of Eli Lilly appointed by none other than Dan Quayle’s father, who owned controlling interest in the Lilly Company.   The current President Bush had just appointed Lilly CEO, Sidney Taurel17, to the Homeland Security Council, White House Budget Director Mitch Daniels18, now Governor of Indiana, was also a Lilly executive, and Randall Tobias19, former Eli Lilly and Company Chairman, President and CEO was appointed by George W. Bush to serve as the United State’s Global AIDS Coordinator with the rank of Ambassador and is currently the nation's first Director of United States Foreign Assistance, and concurrently, Administrator of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 

This sequence of events has triggered debate over implementation of legislation and related policy questions.  The continuing political importance of vaccine-related issues and their potential link to the growing incidence of autism, makes research on these connections a public health necessity.
Many pro-athletes whose children have been affected by autism have developed Foundations to support autism research and to help other less fortunate families.  Jamie McMurray, who drives for Roush Racing in the NASCAR Nextel Cup Series, has formed the Jamie McMurray Foundation (JMF) to promote awareness of and raise funding for, research, education, and support for individuals and families affected with autism. The Hermie and Elliott Sadler Charitable Foundation is dedicated to raising autism awareness and promoting research for a cure while also supporting initiatives that improve educational opportunities for children and their families.  The mission of the Dan Marino Foundation is to impact autism by supporting integrated treatment programs, outreach services and disease research for children with chronic illnesses and developmental disabilities.  Jim Price, a catcher with the World Series-winning '68 Tigers and current broadcaster for the Detroit Tigers, founded Jack's Place for Autism two years ago. The group already has received support from the Tigers organization and Fantasy Campers as well as the Red Wings, Lions, Pistons and numerous of other metro Detroit organizations.  

