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The Age of Autism: Pay no attention
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There's a Steely Dan album called Pretzel Logic that could be the theme song of the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention as it struggles with concerns over
vaccines and autism.
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There's a Steely Dan album called Pretzel Logic that could be the theme song of the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention as it struggles with concerns over
vaccines and autism.

At least in our view, it is a bit twisted -- logically speaking -- to simultaneously spend
taxpayer money to keep studying whether a mercury preservative causes autism,
yet recommend that pregnant women and children get vaccines containing that
preservative. Especially so when alternatives are available that are free of the
preservative, called thimerosal.

It is puzzling to urge, as the CDC did in 1999, that thimerosal ought to be phased
out as soon as possible from all childhood vaccines used in the United States -- yet
successfully fight efforts this year by state legislatures to codify a ban.

It is peculiar to issue an "Autism Alarm," as the CDC did in 2004 -- then publish a
72-page annual report in 2005 that mentions the perils of Rocky Mountain Spotted
Fever, cryptosporidiosis, leprosy and the four people "killed by rabies transmitted
through transplanted organs or tissues in 2004," yet never use the word autism, not
once. (Check it out at www.cdc.gov/cdc.pdf)

Perhaps the oddest, though subtlest, anomaly is the seeming resistance by the CDC
to the idea that the autism rate might be declining.

Our last column reported a new study that suggests it could well be. The study's
authors are firmly convinced a drop in autism cases in two separate government
databases -- one run by the CDC, the other by the state of California -- proves
thimerosal is the big culprit in autism. That's a step we're not ready to take, to the
consternation of some in the anti-thimerosal movement.

But wouldn't even tentative signs of a decrease, for whatever conceivable reason, be
welcome and hopeful?

Instead, the CDC seems keen to clobber any suggestion that autism might be
declining. In Thursday's Boston-area Herald News Tribune, reporter Jon Brodkin
quotes Dr. Robert Davis, director of the immunization safety group at the CDC, as
saying: "I don't think this study can really be taken to provide any evidence one way
or another."

Davis also said one of the databases the study authors used -- the CDC's own
Vaccine Adverse Events Reporting System -- is unreliable because anyone can report
any health problem as a possible vaccine side effect.

Fair enough, but new cases in that database seem to be declining in tandem with
new cases in California's special education system. And those California numbers are
widely regarded as the most reliable count of full-syndrome, professionally diagnosed
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autism cases in the United States. P.S.: The most recent figures from the U.S.
Department of Education also dropped.

But so what, say the CDC and others who are on record (and, let's face it, on the
line) backing thimerosal to the hilt and asserting there is no connection between
vaccines and autism.

"The Department of Education numbers are skewed, another official said, because
the DOE did not make autism a separate diagnosis until the 1990s," Brodkin
reported. "That led to an artificial increase because children who previously had
different diagnoses were then considered autistic, said Dr. Marie McCormick, a
Harvard professor who chaired an Institute of Medicine committee that dismissed
any link between vaccines and autism."

What's intriguing is how all this dovetails with comments made last summer by Dr.
Julie Gerberding, director of the CDC, at a press conference in Washington set up to
defend vaccine safety. Here is the question she was asked: "Can you address the ...
California study that basically showed that there was an increase in autism in direct
relation to the 1990s when the series of vaccines were increased, and now since
thimerosal has been taken out there is a slight decrease in autistic cases?"

Responded Gerberding:

"The California study, as you know, is an ongoing study and they are addressing the
estimates of autism prevalence on a quarterly basis, sort of like the stock market
bounces around a little bit. The most recent reading from that study is in fact that
the rates are increasing, they have not shown a decline."

That's one way to look at it. Here's another, from reporter Thomas Maugh II in The
Los Angeles Times on July 13: "The number of newly diagnosed cases of autism in
California, which had been skyrocketing for more than a decade, has leveled off and
may even be declining, according to new data compiled by the state Department of
Developmental Services."

Some parents who listened in on Gerberding's comments did not like comparing the
autism rate to the stock market. But the bigger issue is the odd, official resistance to
the idea that any autism rate anywhere in the United States might be going down,
however slightly, however inconclusively, however briefly.

So the VAERS data don't count, the California numbers are bouncing, the
Department of Education stats are unreliable. Is any of this starting to sound like,
"Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain?" And do we all remember who said
that?
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