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Autism and Politics
“Every day, more than 60 children are diagnosed with Autism, and many of their parents struggle to provide them with the therapies they need” (Fox news, September 23, 2009).   Many people cannot afford to provide the proper treatment for autism because they cannot buy insurance that covers necessary therapies.   For this reason, many people are advocating that big insurance companies, the state, and schools should begin to offer insurance or lower the cost of being insured for those who are autistic.  

When we consider the serious and unfortunate effects of autism, it may seem obvious to governments and insurance companies to provide coverage for such a disability.  But providing insurance coverage to any person, regardless of whether he or she is autistic, is very expensive.  According to the Los Angeles Times, autism costs up to $70,000 per year per child, and in 2007 California spent $320 million on treatment, and Nationwide Insurance Company spent $90 million.  Because of these enormous costs, insurers and governments are very hesitant to provide autism insurance.  The same article in the Times said that only about 1 in 5 patients diagnosed with autism in California qualify for treatment by the state.  A law passed in 2000 required autism and other mental illnesses to be covered by insurance, but this law has generally been ignored by the state and insurance companies.  This is because the law covers autism but not most treatments for it.  The reason why it does not include treatments is because insurers do not want to be liable for experimental treatments which are common when treating autism.  Further, insurance companies say that children’s autistic habits should be the responsibility of public schools and the state, which means taxpayers pay more.  In summary, the costs of autism and the number of people who have autism is skyrocketing, and this is creating problems for the state, insurance companies, and patients who have special needs.  Furthermore, California’s budget crisis does not do much to help with costs.
Given that autism is a health issue, and that healthcare has been in the news lately, how does the new health care bill recently passed by congress handle the growing issue of autism?  The Autism Society said last August that “The House Bill, HR 3200, requires that companies cover behavioral health treatments as part of the essential coverage package. The Doyle amendment, and his many other advocacy efforts, has kept the interests of people affected by autism in the debate.” But once again, similar problems arise.  The government is already spending $1 trillion on this bill, and this amendment only means that they will be spending billions of dollars more. Furthermore, even though the new law says that autism must be covered by both the public and private options (House bill only), how do we know that these insurance providers and the government will actually provide insurance that will cover the necessary treatments for autistic people, especially since they didn’t do it in California as mentioned earlier?  In other words, what is meant by “treatments?” If the government decides this, interest groups such as the Autism Society and others which support the amendment may be disappointed by the results of this bill.  At the same time, insuring behavioral health treatment is a major step forward in properly covering the autistic.
With this in mind, where do we go from here?  Who’s to pay for autism treatment, the government, insurance companies, or parents?  The answer probably lies mostly with insurance companies.  It is absurd that they do not cover most of the treatments that autistic people need.  The overburdened state should reduce, but not eliminate, its burden to help autistic people as well, and parents with autistic children should be willing to pay for a lot of the treatment themselves.
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