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SUBJECT:   
 A briefing to provide an overview Autism Spectrum Disorder, including the resources for families affected by autism in Washington State and the current research being conducted in local institutions. 
SUMMARY:

April has been declared National Autism Awareness Month, with many activities going on across the nation to bring additional focus and attention to the issues of this health epidemic.  With the new Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (‘CDC’)numbers now showing that 1 in 88 children in the United States are being diagnosed with autism – nearly a doubling of the prevalence since the CDC began tracking these numbers –  many health officials and others are now officially declaring autism to be an ‘epidemic’ in the United States. 
Merriam-Webster defines the word epidemic as "Excessively prevalent. Affecting a disproportionately large number of individuals within a population, community or region at the same time." 
In Washington State, almost ten years ago there was a growing concern over the number of individual being diagnosed with autism.   Senate Bill 5311 created the Caring for Washington Individual with Autism Task Force.    Governor Christine Gregoire appointed a group of autism experts (and legislators) to share knowledge, do research, and make recommendations to the legislature regarding the growing incidence of autism and ways to potentially improve the delivery and coordination of autism services in the state.  A first report and recommendations was issued by the Task Force in 2006, but additional work needed to be done so the Legislature provided additional funding to continue the Task Forces work through 2008 when a Final Report and Recommendations was presented to the 2008 Legislature.  Their groundwork set the stage for recommended changes in state agencies and systems that were developing in the state, many of which are logically centered around universities, hospitals and research centers.  The goal in Washington State is ensure that throughout their lifespan, individuals with autism spectrum disorder can:
· Stay in their communities;

· Receive widespread health care services;

· Obtain on-going, suitable treatments;

· Receive timely, individualized, evidence-based, multi-disciplinary interventions;

· Receive culturally effective, family centered supports; and 

· Receive legally required services.
According to a newly released study the annual cost of autism in the United States is a staggering $126 billion annually, more than tripling the cost analysis from six years ago.   Nationally recognized organizations such as ‘Autism Speaks’ are calling on the federal government to commit to a national strategy to address the epidemic.  They are making a ‘call to action’ at this time that: 
· Funds more basic science uncovering the genetic underpinnings of autism.

· Funds more environmental research detecting the causes of autism.

· Accelerates the funding and development of effective medicines and treatments.

· Commits to a strategy where all children with autism from every background are diagnosed no later than 18 months of age.

· Commits to a National Training Corps recruiting more therapists and service providers as well as specially trained teachers and teacher assistants into the field.

· Addresses the growing issue of adults with autism specifically around continuing education, employment, housing/residential living and community integration. 
In addition Autism Speaks is urging the  private sector as well as state and local governments to be part of a national strategy to address the following issues: 
· Right now insurance companies and the majority of self-funded plans covered under the Employment Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) discriminate against families with autism denying reimbursement for the basic, evidenced based services that can often dramatically improve the quality of life for their children with autism.

· There are pharmaceutical companies who can speed the process of effective medicines for people living with autism to improve communication, socialization and behavior, the core symptoms of autism.

· Companies across all industries could/should commit to hiring the 74% of adults with autism who believe they have the potential to be employed if just given the opportunity.

· Employers of all parents who have children with autism need to become much, more family friendly as way too many mothers of children with autism have had to step out of their careers to be able to care for their loved ones because their work environments could not find a way to accommodate their schedules.

· Local school systems need to be given the resources to deliver individualized and quality driven plans to meet autism's ever growing demand for appropriate special education services.

· Faith based and community based organizations need to engage to provide respite services for parents and caregivers as well as recreational and community integration opportunities for people with autism.

Finally,  the question underlying the current epidemic --  is why over the last two decades has there been such a tremendous increase in autism?  Dr. Peter Bearman of Columbia University was funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to answer this very question. His findings have revealed that the increase in prevalence is only partly explained by a broadening of the diagnosis, improved detection, and more awareness.  A large portion of the increase some 50% remains unexplained.  That is parents and experts are recommending much more aggressive funding of  research, including the critical study of potential environmental factors.  
  
Today’s briefing will include some of King County’s leading experts on the diagnosis, intervention and treatment of autism and autism spectrum disorders.  In addition, the briefing will include a presentation on some of the cutting edge research being done at the University of Washington and other institutions to identify the genetic and environmental factors that may be contributing to or potentially causing the explosion of autism amongst the US population. 
The presenters come from two institutions that are currently nominated to be recognized as Regional Autism Centers of Excellence.  If they are approved for this designation it will mean for federal resources for research and treatment of individuals with autism in Washington State.   
BACKGROUND:
Autism is one of five disorder that falls under the umbrella of Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD), a category of neurological disorders characterized by “severe and pervasive impairment in several areas of development” (Autism Society of America, 2008).  Attached is Chapter 3 from the Autism Guidebook for Washington State (Attachment 1) which provides more background on defining Autism. 
The full report can be found at:  

http://here.doh.wa.gov/materials/autism-guidebook/?searchterm=autism
In addition, the Caring for Washington Individuals with Autism Task Force reports to the Governor and Legislature can be found at the following website: 

http://www.doh.wa.gov/cfh/autism/ATF/default.htm
The 2006 recommendations from the Task Force cover the full spectrum of what was identified at the time as needed actions in this state.  The 2008 report prioritized and provided a timeline for action.   The 2006 report is excerpted in Attachment 2 to the report (the copy does not include all of the Appendices).  

ATTACHMENTS:

1. “Defining Autism” Chapter 3 from the Autism Guidebook for Washington State

2. Caring for Washington Individuals with Autism Task Force Report to the Governor and the Legislature, December 2006
