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A new $1.6-million inlensive treat-
ment program for locat pre-schoolers

© with autism and related disorders is gen-

erating both hope and controversy.
- Organizers at the Queen Alexandra

. Centye for Children’s Health tout the pro-

gram as a breakthrough for the approxi- -

mately 25 Capital Health Reclon young-
sters it will serve,

But critics say the new prosram 18 a‘

- sham’ being used to circumvent a

- Sirpreme Court decision that last July’

. directed the province 1o fund-medically

necessary early intensive behavioural -

intervention for children with autism.
~ Auitism is a neurological disorder that

strikes approximately one in 1,000 chil-

dren. It has varying symptoms but it-gen-
erally affects a child’s ability to commu-

. micate and socialize.

There is 1o cure, but-intensive, cally

_ thcrapy‘ls widcly causidered ta be the

most effective form of treatment

The Autism Early Intervention Pro-
gram, based at Queen Alexandra, is now
beginning to offer treatment for young-
sters suffering from antistic disorder and
related Asperger’s syndrome and perva-
sive developmental disorder-not other-

wise specified, said program team co-

ordinator Donna Seedorf-Harmuth.

The new pragram is unprecédented in- - |f

the B.C. pablic health-care system when

it comes:to the scope and hours of ther-

apy offered.

Sirnilar new provincial p programs are
" also now being implemented in Delta and
- the. Central Okanagan with more on the

‘drawmg board,
“There are so many families who have
becn 56 disillusioned in the past,” Sce-

- dorf-Harmuth said, “But this program is
going to- really be a blessing for so many ..

familics.

“We know that this. early intervention

wﬂl make a difference for these children,”
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THE CHILDREN OF AUTISM/ D1

Three-year-old Asidrew, part of 4 néw program for preschoolers with autism,
enjoys his favourite food, instant noodles, with sister Jessie and guinea pig Sam-
mv. Andrew s mother, Lindsay Nellson, says she i is thrilled with the progran.
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The provinee’s remedy for autistic children is a fraud, says the
executive director of the B.C. chapter of Families for Early -
Autism Treatment. But a parent whose son is in the pre-school
program says she is © “thrilled™ and expects him to progress.
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Ciritics within the B.C. chapter of Fam-

ilies for Early Autism Treatment (FEAT) -

* strongly disagree.

They contend that the on]y science- -
based early intervention program is based

on the theory and data of Dr. Ivar Lovaas,
arenowncd PhD in psychology at UCLA,

which mandates an intricatc program that -

- requires 40 hours of concentrated and co-
ordinated therapy a ‘week and costs
between $43,000 and 560,000 annually
per child in the first few vears.

The province’s new programs, accord-
ing to FEAT of B.C. executive director
Sabrina Freeman, are a *“fraud.”

- “I’smoteven a shoddy replica [of the
Lovaas program],” said Freeman in an
interview from her Lamley home-office.
“That wounld give it too much credence.
It’s basicaily day carc that is being
labelled as Early Intensive Behavioural
Intervention.”

[Last July, the B.C. Supreme Court
muled that the provincial government had
violated the constitutional rights of four
B.C. children with autism by not pro-
viding effective early treatment. The court
ruled that such therapy was medically
necessary and directed the government

to fund 1v for all B.C. children with autlcm .

spectrum disorder
The matter continues to be before the
courts with the government appezling and
the families cross-appealing. The province
is appealing the Supreme Comrl’s ahility
to rule on what is medically necessary
for children with autism. The parents of
“the four children involved in the original
case are appealing the early infensive ther-
apy remedy now being implemented by
the province, saying it is not, adeguate.
“This case raises much broader issues
than funding for autisim,” said B.C. Atior-
ney General Geoff IMant. At the cru
accordmez to Plant, is the questlon ;
health care be subject to judicia
“Who is to make healih caré

he added. “Ts i to be elected representa-
tives of the people in-government or the
courts?”

* “Iiinda'Reid, minister of state Tor carly
childhood development which inherited
the first wave of these eaﬂy intérvention

~-programs from the previois NDP gov-
ermment, said; the court directed the

province to proyide, effeetive treatment
for children within the abtism spectrurm,

but did not mandate 4 specific treatment”

such.as Lovaas.

“We understand this to mean a range
of treatmend,” said Reid, a former special
education teacher. “Autism treatment is
nof a anc-size-fits-all proposition. There

is no single intervention that is going to . -

suit every child with antism.”

Freeman characterizes the province's -

new programs as “a bunch of spegch and
language pathologists muddling around,
trying to do their best.”

A key problem, she said, is that there
are no sofficiently qualified consultants
at the head of the three new programs.

Meanwhile, services are already being
provided through the new Queen Alexan-
dra program, which has an annual budget
of about $1.6 miilion,

Besides Seedorf-Harmuth, the program
will include a full-time psychologist, and
the equivalent of 14 speech-language
pathologists and 1) occupational thera-
pists by the time it hits full stride in Sep-
tember. It also will Include 25 part-time
‘‘autism interventionists” -— stafl with a
variety of backgrounds including psy-
chology and early childhood education.

Scedorf-Harmuth send these interven-

-tionisty will deliver comprehensive, indi-
vidualized pro grams in a variety of areas
such as communications, self-care, readi-
- nigss and attention, socialization, self -reg-

latiof. (ing and pedss ot
demié skills. Program
(= oped for deliverv thréugl

“schogl, at home; in oromnzed play groups
- and even on the playground and will

Autism: Program stirs
controversy

“honour the family’s hopes and dreams
for their ¢hildren,” Seedorf-Harmuth said.

The program is open to children
between the ages of two and school entry:
Seedorf-Harmuth said it should be able
0 accominodate all area children in the
targeted disorders.

The new program is a major upgrade .
to what Queen Alexandra has offered in
the past, Seedorf-Harmuth said, because
it includes sufficient resources to provide
at least 20 hours a week of direct therapy
per child. In the past, the Queen Alexan-
dra service has been good quality, she
added, but there simply haven’t been
enough hours to go around.

“T'm thrilled,” said Oak Bay parent
Lindsay Nellson whose three-year-old
son Andrew is part of the new program
“T really look forward to thie progress b’ i
make through this.”

FEAT’s Treeman, however, slams the
new B.C. endeavour, saying it is ““a frand-
ilent process being passed off as Early
Intensive Behavioural Intervention.”

“These people wouldn't know E1BI if
they tripped on it,” she said, comparing
the program to a paramedic béing asked
to perform brain surgery.

Tn past years, many B.C. parenm have
been stretched to the limit trying to fund
their children’s private Lovaas program,
said Frceman., Some families have
remortgaged their homes, while others
have moved to Alberta, where the treat-
ment is funded by the government, -~

Freeman said (here are about 600-B.C.
children under the age of six who could
benefit from legitim ale early intervention
and that the province’s new program is
only initially accommodating about 75
of them. The righis of the remamder of

" B.C. pre-schoolers with autism spectrum

disorder are being breached, she said, as
are (he righis of all B.C. children over the
age of six with such disorders. -

FEAT would like to see the new pro~
grams scrapped and one of two sojutions
implemented, with either: the province
providing therapists and consulfants with
billing numbers so that autistic children
could reccive what it deems proper treat-
ment; or the province simply providing
block funding to families to administer
their children’s programs themselves.

Seedorf-Harmuth said the new pros

gram, in contrast, is-offering compte- .
henswe, co-ordinated service 10 alk far-
ilics, regardless of socio-ecoriomic status,”
and represents a more effective use of
resources. She-adds that some families
simply don’t have the time of the ability.
to effectively administer their child’s pro—
grams. :
Freeman finds this argument patron—
izing and paternalistic. She says the gov-
ernment’s program has effectively set up
a “*system of controlled monopolies™ in
the autism treatment scrvice sector. -

Reid said the first three programs.
implemented represent just'the initial:
wave of the province’s early intervention

" efforts. She said the provinee has:cons

racted UBC to evaluate these programs’
with “intense scrutiny” as they operate,”
providing the research base that ermcs
argue is lacking.
“The bottom line is that lheqe pro-
grams are brand néw,” Reid said. :
. Requests for proposals tor programs,
that will comprise the second wave of ]
early intervention close Tuesday and the .
goal is to add to the tange of choxces for '
parents of autistic children in B.C. :
Reid said she hopes 4 Lovaas provuler‘
is among those coming forward with pro—;,
posals.
“I would be delighted to see thal 3
Reid said. “The door is absolutely open.

» Our focus is for choice for families angfl_g

suceess for kids.”



