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Certain studies show
alternative therapies
may be risky, but some
pdrents sday treatments
have helped their kids

By Rapxa Basu
SENIOR CORRESPONDENT

OFTEN, in the dead of night,
six-year-old John wounld wake op squeal -
mg. I:ILI.'r!il"lg' the d.'ij.l, the I‘Jl»::lg,rI whio b ani-
tism, would be lethargic and surly.

Suspicions that his alternative therapy
sessions were hurting rather than healing
him, his mother, Mrs Sally Lim {names
changed), put a stop to it.

“I saw no improvement in his condi-
tion, and there were mamblings on the In-

“ternet that it was mot safe," =ays the.
3E-year-old project manager in a bank.

Thres times a day for six months, she
would rub a medicated cinfment on
John's body as part of & therapy known as
“chelation™.

Based upon the medlcally disputed tae-
ory that mercury in vaccines causes au-
tism, the therapy uses drogs to “chelate®
or bind with heavy metals in the blood,
which are then purged from the body in
urine, '

It iz just one of a bewildering arcay of
more than 20 so-called alternative treat-
ments pitched at anxious parents of autis-
tic children in Singapore. ]

These range from the mundane - such
as homeopathy and witamin treatments —
to the bizarre, including one that puts
children in high-pressure oxygen cham-
bers, and ancther that is supposed to map
their brainwaves,

With mainstream medicine promising
no cire, many parents wade through a
sea of expensive therapies in the desper-
ate hope of finding something to maks
their children well.

bost of the 15 parents interviewed said
they had tried at least three or four differ-
ent treatments, chalking up large hills in
the process.

Cme parent spent $28,000 hoping for a
miracle that never happened,

Biomedical theeapy, which imvalnes vi-
tamins, supplements and wheat- and
milk-Tree diets, for example, can be con-
tinued for years, and costs around 350
each month. Barents have been known to
spend up to §10,000 a year on the treat-
ment, plos frequent blood, hait snd wrimne
tasks.

Transdermal chelation - which Mrs
Lim chose for John - requires an oint-
ment to be massaged into the skin, Each
tube of ointment costs $100 e $300, The

function tests as often as once a3 month.
Each test costs about $270.

The trouble is that many of these treat-
Teenls are c]ini.:aIJ].- unproven and admin-
istered by people who are not medically
trained. And the results are mixad.,

In the United States, scientists hawve
dubbed chelation a “voodoo™ treatment.
A government -funded trial bo test DMSA,
the chelation drog Mrs Lim used on John,
hes been snspended because il was
deemed too dangerous,
 The problem is that the drogs are
known to remove essential minerals such
s calchum and dromn, and there have been
teports of at least one botched-up chela-
tion=related death in the LIS

A recent stody on rodentzs there
showed thatr DM5A, while effective in
overcoming lead poisoning, cansed "last-
ing emotional and cognitive problems”.

But such studies have been met with
vociferous protests from paremts and
practitioners in Singapore, who claim che-
lation and other therapies have helped au-
tistic children,

Therapists promgting the varioos treat -
ments are known to publicise cases of
spectacular success - often of their own
children.

Seduced by such anecdotes, many par-
entz drift from therapy to therapy, only
to leatn the hard way that the line be-
tween miracle and misery is thin.

M Jacqueline Ang, 38, who has two
children with autism and rons an online
support group fof parents, says the devas-
tation parents face at disgnosis is diffi-
cult for others to onderstand.

"How can you live with the fact that
WoLr child will never be cured? 5o we
grab whatever little we get by way of
hope," she says,

Autism ‘cures’:

Helptul or harmful?

What is autism?

ABCOUT 400 ¢hildren are diagnosed with

autism in Singapore every year.
Autism is a brain diserder that
typically atfects a person’s ability to
communicate, form relatbonships and
respond appropriately to the
environment, i
Some people with sutism are able to
function relatively well but others may

w' practitioner Tojinder Kaur Hﬂlﬂmh&ﬁﬂmmﬁmmmwmﬂiﬁhhpmﬂdam
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appear mentally disabled or minte or
« hawve serivus langusage delays.

Autism makes some people searm
closed off. Others seem locked into
repokitive behaviowr and rigid patterns.
of thinking.

Shgns of aulism appear as early as 18

months. Most childeen are diagnosed
around the age of two or three.

Helplines inchide the Aubzm
Resource Centre on 6323-3258 or
wrwwr gutismoorg. s, or the Autism
Azsociation on 67 4- 5640 or
wwal autlsmlinks. org.sg

Autism definition adapted partly from the
wehsite of the National Institistes of Health,
United States.

Her support group has about 560 par-
ent members, "Easily 80 per cent have
tried some form of allernative treat-
ment," she zays,

To help parents steer clesr of danger-
oils, expensive and ineffeckive treat-
ments, @ 10-member committes of paedia-
tricians and other health professionals s

nowr scratinizing overseas research an the
efficacy of the various therapies.

MP Denise Phusa, whoe has a
13=year-old son with autlsm and runs the
Autism Resource Centre, sees the new
Ministry of Health-supported initiative
s tirmely.

“If aesthetic treatments can be regulat-

ed, there is an even greater neaed to regu-
late intrusive autism trestments such as
chelation, which are being administered
by practitioners who are not medically
traimed,”™ she sayvs,

Paediatrician Lim Sok Bee, who heads
the committee, says the biggest risk
cotmes trom invasive therapies in which a

I AM effort to help parents of aatistic chil=

dren better negotiate the bewildering arcay .

of “alternative” therapies available here, a
g.Dl'EII'.mE]'Il'-E'FI]'.IL'rinTEL:l commitiee has
begun drafting guidelines to help parents
make more informed chodees,

It will warn parents and proctitiohers
alike of treatment procedures that are not
evidence-based or could be dangerous,

It will also svaluate eosts and duration
of treabment.

The 19-member committes appointed by
the Health Ministry, which was formed in
April, romprises paediatricians, paycholo-
gists, peychiatrists and occupational and
specch therapists who treat autistic cl-
dredq,

The panel members will scrutinise
regearch en common autism therapies
before drafting the guidelines, which will be

ready in the latter half of next year,

When asked whether the move was
prompted by complaints, paediatrician Lim
sok Bee, who chairs the committes, said
she and her colleagues were aware of “ques-
tions and doubts™ raised by parents who
have tried some of the therspies.

“We did not want to wait tll something
seriois happened before secking clarity
on what works and whal does modt, saicl
Dr Lim, who is clinical director of KK
Women's and Children's Hospital's child de-
velopment department that diagnoses au-
Li%sm.

While pleased with the puidelines,
Member of Parliament and autisn advocate
Denise Phua, for one, would like to see the
Coverniment supervising these practitioners
more closely, especially since some are mol
medically frained,
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NOT GIVING UP HOPE

“How can you live with the
fact that your child will
never be cured? So we grab
whatever little we get by
way of hope.”

Ms ine Ang, 38, who has two
hi with aufism and runs an online
support group for parents

*

LIGHT AT END OF TUNNEL?

“I am so happy. Things are
finally looking up.”

Mrs Melinda Chew (name cha
says iwo alternative therapies

proved her son's condition:
& — 'l
NEED FOR REGULATION

“If aesthetic treatments can
be regulated, there is an
even greater need to

ulate intrusive autism
treatments such as
chelation, which are being
administered b
practitioners who are not
medically trained.”

MP Denise Phoa, who has a 3-vear-odd son
with autism and runs the Amtism Resource
Cenire

ed), who
v [m-
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RISK FACTOR

“Parents should be aware
that if not properly
monitored, the child could
end up being malnourished
- this, in turn, may cause
convulsions.”

Pacdiatrician Lim Sok Bee, who the
in which a child is made to take pills,
syTups or even injections, or is denbed food
such as milk and wheat, which are

child i made to take pills, syrups or even
injections, or 15 demied food sach as milk
and wheat, which are ezzential for
growth.

She warns: "Parents should be aware
that if not properly monibored, the child
could end up being malnourished - this,
il turn, may cause comvilsions. ™

Honsewife Melinda Chew {name
changed) knows exactly how frightening
this can he, In 2006, she roshed her =on
Jeremy, then two, to hospital after he con-
vrulsed with fits and fosmed at the month.

Moments earlier, the housewife had
fed her som some milk, which 3 nutrdton-
ist had banned from his diet as part of bio-
medical therapy to “treat™ his autism.,

The diet-end-supplement regime
caused the boy to lose a lot of welght.
“He used to love milk, so 1 thought 1
would ditch the dset and E:i'n'l:'. him some
milk sinee he had pob been cating muach
for days,” says Mrs Chew,

Ihckors at the hospital were able to re-
wive Jeremy. But her doubts lingered. <11 1
had not started the diet, this mav not
have happened at all,™

She stopped the therapy. Jeremy is
now back to drinking milk and has re-
gained the weight he lost. !

But as a mother, she says she cannot
give up hope. Early lust year, she put him
on two other therapies - a form of Japa-
nese energy healing and homeopathy.

Thig time, she zays the resulls are
“gpectacular™.

Little Jeremy talks more, can colour
and ook his mother in the eye.

“1 am so happy," Mre Chew says, a
slow smile spreading across her face,
*Things are finally looking up,™

For now, af least,
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' Guidelines to make informed choices

"Autism clinics or centres professing to
treat people with autism should be regis-
tered under an expert panel,” said Ms
Phua, who heads the Autlsm Resource Cen-
tre and has an autistic child.

She feels practitioners should be licensed
on condition thal there is some cvidence of
the beaefits.

Homeopath Tejinder Kaur, who has
been treating autistic children for the past
eight yvears, svs she is willing to put hersalf
to the test and get a licence.

*Chances of being misguided are lessif a
patient goes to a licensed practitioner,” she
sald.

she added that she would be willing 1o
show evidence of how beneficial her treat-
menk is bo an evaluation panel.



