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Thimerosal and autism? A plausible hypothesis
that should not be dismissed™
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Summary The autism—mercury hypothesis first described by Bernard et al. has generated much interest and
controversy. The Institute of Medicine (IOM) reviewed the connection between mercury-containing vaccines and
neurodevelopmental disorders, including autism. They concluded that the hypothesis was biologically plausible but
that there was insufficient evidence to accept or reject a causal connection and recommended a comprehensive
research program. Without citing new experimental evidence, a number of observers have offered opinions on the
subject, some of which reject the IOM’s conclusions. In a recent review, Nelson and Bauman argue that a link between
the preservative thimerosal, the source of the mercury in childhood vaccines, is improbable. In their defense of
thimerosal, these authors take a narrow view of the original hypothesis, provide no new evidence, and rely on selective
citations and flawed reasoning. We provide evidence here to refute the Nelson and Bauman critique and to defend the
autism—mercury hypothesis.
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Introduction ture review which outlined the shared traits and
biological abnormalities between mercury poison-

In 1999, the US Public Health Service and the ing and autism. They suggested that many cases of
American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) called for ~ idiopathic autism may be induced by early mercury
the reduction or elimination of the ethylmercury ~ €XPosure and represent an unrecognized mercurial
preservative thimerosal from vaccines, saying that ~ Syndrome. They further postulated that genetic
the cumulative amount of mercury in infant vac- and non-genetic factors establish susceptibility
cines exceeded US Environmental Protection  Whereby mercury’s adverse effects do not occur in
Agency (EPA) guidelines for methylmercury [1]. In all children exposed to mercury [2,3]. Since then,

2000, Bernard et al. published an extensive litera- ~ the topic has generated a great deal of contro-
versy. In 2001, the IOM reviewed the science lit-

erature on thimerosal and found insufficient
“A response to: Nelson KB, Bauman ML. Thimerosal and evidence to accept or reject an association be-

autism? Pediatrics 2003;111(3):674-79. tween thimerosal and neurodevelopmental disor-
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Street, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA. Tel.: +1-617-973-1270; fax: ~ d€rs but found the hypothesis "biologically
+1-617-973-1339. plausible’’. The IOM committee recommended a
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0306-9877/$ - see front matter © 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.mehy.2003.11.033


mail to: blaxill@comcast.net

	Thimerosal and autism? A plausible hypothesis that should not be dismissed
	Introduction
	Clinical manifestations of mercury poisoning
	Neuropathology of mercury toxicity
	Evidence of increased mercury exposure and retention in autistic persons
	Epidemiological evidence in populations exposed to mercury
	Conclusion
	References




