June 8, 2001

FACT VS FICTION 

THE SAFETY OF CHILDHOOD VACCINES

Dear Colleague:

You recently received a dear colleague letter from Rep. Steny Hoyer entitled “Support Immunization Funding.”  The letter included a copy of a Washington Post editorial (May 14, 2001) entitled “Endangering Public Health.”  While I do not write to you to take issue with Mr. Hoyer’s letter, I do, however, take serious issue with the misinformation in the Washington Post editorial that was attached.  

As a physician who is very concerned about public health, I have devoted considerable amount of my time over the past two years to exploring the safety of childhood vaccines.  I have read the medical studies and met with leading researchers in this arena as well as officials with CDC, NIH, and The National Vaccine Program.  This issue has received increased attention because of Congressional hearings and a recent study released by the Institute of Medicine (IOM) which specifically examined the issue of a possible link between the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine and Autism.  Certain statements in the Washington Post editorial are incomplete at best and, in some cases, completely untrue.  I appreciate this opportunity to help you separate fact from fiction.

WP:
“Mr Burton has asserted, based on no reliable scientific evidence, that vaccines are harming some children.”

FACT:
This general assertion that vaccines do not harm any children is totally false.  There is clear scientific evidence that a small number of children suffer severe reactions to childhood vaccines. In establishing the National Vaccine Injury Compensation (NVIC) program in 1986 the federal government recognized that a small number of children have severe adverse reactions to mandatory childhood vaccines.  This program has compensated several thousand families where children suffered severe reactions. 

WP:
“...repeated large-scale studies have failed to find any link between the [MMR] vaccine and autism.”

FACT:
This statement is very misleading.  It refers to epidemiologic studies (statistical studies) and does not give a full account of the findings in the IOM report.  The IOM committee report states the following: “that its conclusion does not exclude the possibility that MMR vaccine could contribute to [Autism] in a small number of children, because epidemiological evidence lacks the precision to assess rare occurrences of a response to MMR vaccine leading to [Autism] and the proposed biological models linking MMR vaccine to [Autism], although far from established, are nevertheless not disproved.”


Simply put-and as every researcher knows-epidemiologic studies cannot normally be used alone to completely dismiss an MMR-Autism link. Clinical laboratory findings are crucial.  What clinical trials that have been done on this issue indeed show a possible link between MMR and Autism. Until the National Institutes of Health performs its own clinical studies and laboratory tests, these findings cannot be dismissed.

WP:
The IOM reviewed previous findings and its panel found no grounds for changing the vaccination schedule.... Now Mr. Burton wants the National Institutes of Health to study the issue again.”

FACT:
Readers could easily misinterpret this to mean that the IOM has ruled out the possibility that there may be an MMR-Autism link in some children.  They haven’t. What the IOM is saying is that they believe this theory has yet to be proven. I and others are now suggesting that the NIH test the clinical hypothesis’ that there may be a MMR-Autism link. Doing anything less-on behalf of these children-would be intolerable and certainly irresponsible should the federal government fail to act. 


Amazingly, the WP is critical of wanting this issue studied further. However, the IOM panel in its report actually recommends that the NIH and public health officials pursue six specific areas of research to further examine a possible link between MMR and Autism.  This type of journalism is not only unscientific, it’s irresponsible.

I fully support childhood immunization.  However, I believe it is wrong to stick our heads in the sand when we now see as many as 1 in 250 children beset with the tragedy of Autism.  These children should not be considered the price of doing business.  We have an obligation to further study this issue.  I hope you will join me in signing the attached letter to Chairman Regula encouraging language in this year’s Labor/HHS Appropriations bill to have NIH and CDC pursue the IOM’s recommendations.  Please contact Stuart in my office (x53671) should you have any questions or desire to sign onto the letter.

Sincerely,

Dave Weldon, M.D.

Member of Congress
