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Mac experts dispute link
between autism, vaccines

BY SUZANNE MORRISON

Newresearch suggests apreser-
vative in vaccines is contribut -
ingto the increased numbers of
children diagnosed with autism
and attention-deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder.

An apparent link between
thimerosal, a mercury-based
preservative onceusedin child-
hoodvaccines, and anincreased
risk of these neurological disor -
ders has been found by Ameri-
canscientists undertaking mol-
ecular studies at Northeastern
University.

The link, however, is dis-
missed by McMaster University
autism researcher Dr. Peter
Szatmari.

Pharmacy professor Dr.
Richard Deth and colleagues
from the University of Nebras-
ka, Tufts, and Johns Hopkins
University found in tests onhu-
man brain cells that two natural
chemicals — one compound
that stimulates cell growth and
also dopamine, whichtransmits
nerve signals — are key to a
process in the brain called
methylation. Methylationhelps
DNA work properly and is cru-
cial to the normat development
of the brain,

The team found thimerosal,
ethanol and the metalslead and
mercury all interfere with
methylation. As well,
thimerosal not only did so in

amounts typically found after a
child is vaccinated but even at
doses 100 times lower than a
child would receive after a sin-
gleshot witha thimerosal-con-
taining vaccine.

“Even though our work was
just done with cultured cells in
the laboratory, we were able to
investigate molecular events in
that system in a way you could
never do inchildren,” Deth said
inaphone interview.

He said his work is at the op-
posite end of the spectrum of
epidemiological studies, such
asthose conductedin Denmark,
which showed no link between
thimerosal and autism.

What the study does, he said,
is add one more piece to the
puzzle about the cause of
autism and other similar neuro-
logical disorders.

Deth supports the need for
vaccines,

“Vaceines are an important
stalwart and should not be
weakened as a component of
the health-care system,” he
said.

“However, the additives are
the preservatives put into vac-
cines in multi-dose vials. It is
the preservatives that are the
problem.”

Every vaccine reconumended
forroutine infantimmunization
programs in Canada either does
not contain thimerosal as a
preservative or has formula-

tions available for nse in infants
that contain only trace amounts
left over from the production
process.

The preservative is still in the
flu vaccine given to adults and
children but that vaccine isn’t
given to anyonme under six
months old.

At McMaster, Szatmari said
suggestions thimerosal plays a
role in autism is based solely on
speculation, not actual data.

Infact, he said, there are now
several studies from Scandina-
vian countries that show the
number of children diagnosed
with autism continued to in-
crease even when thimerosal
was removed from vaccines.

“This study was done onem-
bryonic cells grown in culture.
‘Whether growth factor and
dopamine do the same thing in
brain cells or in development is
not known,” he said. “There is
no evidence that growth factor,
dopamine or methylation are
involved in the cause of autism.
These factors have been inves-
tigated and found to not play a
significant role”

Szatmari added there is no
evidence the incidence of

autism is increasing. The num-
ber of children receiving the di-
agnosis is increasing but most
experts think that is due to
changes made in the way chil-
dren are diagnosed, he said.
However, several advocacy
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groups, such as the American-
based SafeMinds, hold the view
that some vaccines given to
toddlers are a likely cause of
what they say is an increase in
autism.

McMaster University infec-
tious diseases specialist Dr.
Mark Loeb said the bottom line
is there is no evidence demon-
strating a link between
thimerosal containing vaccines
and autism.

“While it is important to as-
sess environmental exposures
for development disorders, and
tokeep anopenimind, theimpli-
cation of the (research) withre-
spect to autism and vaccines is
extremely speculative,” he said.

Deth said just as there are
critics of his molecular studies,
there are those who criticize the
epidemiological studies.

“This makes it confusing for
people but the hope is that in
the longer term there will be a
consensus about this!”

The issue of vaccines and
autism will be exploredindepth
in Washington Monday by the
very prestigious and well-re-
spected Institute of Medicine.
The agenda suggests discussion
will focus on both sides of the
debate with a significant
amount of time devoted to the
role thimerosal may be playing.
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