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Abstract

The association between environmentally released mercury, special education and autism rates in Texas was

investigated using data from the Texas Education Department and the United States Environmental Protection

Agency. A Poisson regression analysis adjusted for school district population size, economic and demographic factors

was used. There was a significant increase in the rates of special education students and autism rates associated with

increases in environmentally released mercury. On average, for each 1000 lb of environmentally released mercury, there

was a 43% increase in the rate of special education services and a 61% increase in the rate of autism. The association

between environmentally released mercury and special education rates were fully mediated by increased autism

rates. This ecological study suggests the need for further research regarding the association between environmentally

released mercury and developmental disorders such as autism. These results have implications for policy planning and

cost analysis.
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Introduction

Exposure to a variety of environmental neurotoxi-

cants is known to affect normal child development,

resulting in a spectrum of adverse outcomes, ranging

from severe mental retardation and developmental

disability to more subtle changes in functioning,

depending in part on the timing and dose of the

chemical agent (Landrigan and Garg, 2002; Mendola

et al., 2002; Rice and Barone, 2000).
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The Comprehensive Environmental Response, Com-

pensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA) section 104 (i),

as amended by the Superfund Amendments and

Reauthorization Act (SARA), requires the Agency for

Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) and

the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to prepare

a list, in order of priority, of substances that are most

commonly found at waste facilities on the National

Priorities List (NPL) and which are determined to pose

the most significant potential threat to human health

due to their known or suspected toxicity and potential

for human exposure. Accordingly, mercury is listed as

the third-most frequently found (arsenic and lead are
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