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Autism and the Link between Brain and Body
By Richard Lathe, Ph.D.

Why did | write my bookAutism, Brain and Environment? The conjunction of two factors was pivotal:
the autism in the child of a close acquaintance mgdesearch over many years into aspects of brain
function. Both combined with a sense of academmnitation at the medical profession’s tendency t® se
brain and body as separate and distinct, and ter yeripheral problems (such as gastrointestinal
disturbances or impaired immunity) as having “noghto do with the brain,” and thus as issues to be
dismissed when treating autism.

In my opinion, the prevailing medical view is sontew outdated. In fact, scientific literature abosind
with cases in which physiological problems resudiri damage to specific brain regions.

My studies commenced around 1999 with an attemmh#ot and compile the different alterations to
body biochemistry and physiology often seen indrkih with autism spectrum disorders. This is aa are
of intense debate, even among specialists. It stameful to try to ascertain, by looking at all the
different studies, just how frequent these alteratiare. After extensive review a picture stared t
emerge that gastrointestinal and immune dysfunasaeally very common; in some studies affecting
the majority of autistic children, although certginot all.

This means that special attention must be paichysiplogical problems, particularly as there is evid
literature revealing how body dysfunction can reogally be a catalyst of brain damage. These
problems should not be ignored — although this hetwtypically happens — in the hope that they will
somehow go away.

At the same time, there was clearly a need to spellll the biochemical aspects of autism spectrum
disorders. Discussion forums abound with queriegibbhanges in esoteric molecular markers, such as
blood serotonin or sulfur-containing amino acidsd avhat they mean. The book tries to give an
informed perspective on these issues that willdeful for both family and practitioner.

Having started with biochemistry and physiologye tiext step was to think about the causes of autism
spectrum disorders. The brain regions involved jpl@a clue: Abnormalities are most commonly seen
in the limbic system, and damage to this systefn@wvn to result in abnormal behaviors, including
autistic-like behaviors and dysregulated body phiggly. The limbic brain is particularly susceptilbte
environmental stress. In neonates, oxygen deivat the limbic system can cause profound damage
and autistic symptoms. Other chemical irregulesi@re known to act similarly. Could somethinghia
environment be responsible for autism?

This obliged me to revisit the debate about ricangjsm rates. Is there really a rise, or is it gigtater
awareness? Are children who were once dubbed adnabimisfits now are labelled autistic? After
careful review there was no avoiding the conclusibat the rise in autism prevalence is a real
phenomenon, as is increasingly confirmed by mocenestudies.

Twin concordance rates and the excess of younglereh with autism pointed in the same direction: a
real increase in the prevalence of autism. But wimatlly convinced me was when | looked at a
chromosome marker known to predispose to autisnentyvyears ago, 10-20 percent of children with
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autism were found to have such an abnormality,tbdady the chromosome abnormality is very rare,
with less than one percent of children newly diagabwith autism having the marker. The conclusion
is unavoidable: Other factors must be contributmthe rise in autism rates.

So, finally, | began addressing the question oftwha environmental component might be. This i sti
not resolved, but some autistic children do showlence of exposure to heavy metals, and it is clear
that some heavy metals and organometals can caunsagyé to the limbic system.

All the evidence is reviewed in the book, whichoat®nsiders whether mercury in particular might be
the cause of the rise in autism prevalence. Bustbgy is not finished yet. A child exposed to nugyc

is most likely also differentially exposed to othemrvironmental toxins. Although some children with
autism show signs of heavy metal exposure, and rsaayn to have a genetic frailty in the way they
metabolize heavy-metal compounds, it is imposdiblee sure that metals are to blame. Only time (and
more research) will tell.

The field of autism has unfortunately been rifehagiccusation and acrimony, sometimes unguided by
rational consideration of the facts. A central chbjee of my book has therefore been to try to asdem

all the data into a single work, so as to fosté@rimed discussion and stimulate research. It ishoye
that as researchers build on these data, it wilpbssible to envisage effective therapeutics for a
significant percentage of children with autism, éamdlevise preventative measures.

Richard Lathe previously held bioscience professorships in France and the UK, and is now director of a
biotechnology and neuroscience consultancy based in Edinburgh, Scotland. He is the author of Autism,
Brain and Environment (Jessica Kingsley Publishessdon and Philadelphia, summer 2006).
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