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BODY: Firg, do no harm.

That's the Hippocratic oath that doctors swear to uphold. And it's the rule that congressiona
committees should follow aswell.

Rep. Dan Burton (R-Ind.), the chairman of the House Government Reform Committee, held a hearing
this month to publicize his conviction that childhood vaccines cause autism. We heard heart-rending
testimony from parents of autistic children who sincerely believe that vaccines caused their children's
condition. And afew hand-picked researchers lent a scientific veneer by testifying that they believe
vaccines may cause autism.

Thisisthe kind of newsthat can darm millions of families. That'swhy it's essentid that parents know
that the American Medicd Assn., the American Academy of Pediatrics, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and virtualy every medica expert around the world have reeched a different
concluson: The scientific evidence does not support a causal association between vaccines and autism.
Disregarding this evidence or overstating the dangers of childhood immunization runs the risk of
needlesdy scaring parents from vaccinating their children.

Falling to immunize our children exposes them to risks of seriousillness, disability and deeth. Every
year, 2.5 million children die and 750,000 are crippled worldwide from childhood diseases. Once
common and now rare in our country, rubella causes deafness, blindness and mentd retardation.
Meades, mistakenly viewed by some as an innocuous childhood illness, caused 11,000 hospitalizations
and 120 deathsin our country during a 1989-91 epidemic. Today, a meades epidemic in Afghanistan
has killed as many as 900 people, most of them children.

The dangers of avaccine-autism scare are red. In 1998, British surgeon Andrew Wakefield published
apreiminary report dleging that autism in 12 children was associated with the meades-mumps-rubdla



vaccine. The resulting hysteria quickly drove meades immunization rates in Britain below the leve
experts say is necessary to avoid an epidemic.

In Irdland, hedlth officids report that asimilar drop in MMR vaccinations has caused a more than
tenfold increase in reported meades cases snce last year. Asone Irish officid noted: "The end result
will be that an epidemic of meades may come back unnecessarily, and some children will suffer
permanent damage or even die

At the congressond hearing, Burton invited Wakefield to present his latest unpublished findings linking
autism in 26 children with the meades vaccine. Y et Wekefield has made similar announcementsin the
past, only to have them invalidated when his findings could not be duplicated.

Large-scde sudiesin Sweden, Finland and Britain have found no causa connection between vaccines
and autism. The British government has reviewed and refuted the dlegations, concluding most recently
on April 3 that "there is no new evidence to suggest acausd link between MMR vaccination and
autism.” Not only has the data not withstood independent scientific scrutiny, but the very premise of
Wakefidd's theory has been repudiated by most experts who have examined it.

Everyone agrees that more autism research is essentid. We should learn what causesit, how to treet it
and how to prevent it. Moreover, we should insst that vaccines be as safe as possible and continue to
investigate any possible association between autism and vaccines. The CDC is sudying more than
2,000 children to evauate any association between autism and the MMR vaccine. The Nationd
Ingtitutes of Hedlth aso is invedtigating vaccines and autism. And Congressis considering legidation to
increase autism research.

In talking with the parents of autigtic children, it'simpossible not to be affected by the profound
frugtration and loss they fed. The parents who testified described how amost overnight they lost
contact with the children they knew. They are right to demand that we pay more attention to this crue
condition.

Y et as we increase research, we must dso make sure that every parent knows that the best available
science does not support alink between vaccines and autism. Nothing could be more harmful than to
midead parents about these facts and to encourage an unwarranted mistrust of vaccines, leaving our
children defensdess before terrible childhood diseases.



