Hawkeyes Eye Mercury
Iowa becomes the ﬁrst state to ban thimerosal
from vaccines. By Annette Fuentes

W

ITH LITTLE FANFARE
or national media
attention, Iowa Gov.
Thomas J. Vilsack on May 4
signed into law a state ban on
the use of thimerosal, a mercury
preservative used in vaccines.
Iowa becomes the ﬁrst state in
the country to ban thimerosal,
which is at the center of medical
and legal debates over the cause
of autism disorders, now aﬀecting as many as  in 250 children
(See “Autism in a Needle,”
December 8, 2003). Similar bills
are pending in the legislatures
of Missouri and Nebraska, and
in April, a bill to ban thimerosal
was introduced in Congress.
Iowa’s action opened a new

political front in a parent-led
movement to establish a link
between thimerosal and autism
and to hold accountable pharmaceutical companies and the
federal health agencies that permitted its use since the ’40s. Only
in 999, after mounting scientiﬁc
concerns about possible toxicity
to children of mercury-laced
vaccines, did the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) issue a recommendation
that vaccine makers remove
thimerosal. The CDC still has
not issued an outright ban on
thimerosal, and some vaccines,
including ﬂu shots, still contain
trace amounts.
“It is an important milestone

that it was passed,” says Sallie
Bernard, co-founder of SAFE
Minds, an autism advocacy and
research organization. “Once
you have one state going in that
direction, other states are more
likely to follow along.”
Iowa’s anti-thimerosal action
came four days before a panel of
the federal advisory Institute of
Medicine (IOM) issued its ﬁnal
report on thimerosal in vaccines. That May 8 report, which
received widespread press attention, concluded that no evidence
supported this conclusion. While
the IOM report sought to resolve
the controversy over thimerosal,
Bernard says the debate is far
from over. “The IOM report

makes things more diﬃcult
for us in terms of convincing
the wider medical community
that this is a problem,” she says.
“We don’t want the IOM to shut
down the science or the debate
so the legal system doesn’t have
anything to work with.” Bernard
says many new research eﬀorts
on thimerosal and autism were
under way, including some
funded by SAFE Minds.
In Missouri, a thimerosal ban
was approved in the House in
March. But in the closing session of the Senate last month,
state Sen. Ken Jacob launched
a ﬁlibuster that prevented the
bill from coming to a vote. According to Missouri campaign
ﬁnance records, Jacob received a
$500 contribution in December
2003 from GlaxoSmithKline and
$500 from Novartis Pharmaceuticals in March 2004. Both
drug companies manufacture
vaccines. A similar bill banning
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3.8 Natural

2.2 The RNC’s Phone

When future generations
study the short but eventful presidency of George W.
Bush, they may well marvel
that he left no pooch unscrewed. It may puzzle them
to think that neoconservative
think-tank sinecurists were
considered wise and able.
They certainly will be interested to know why our colonial
administration turned out to
be such a terrible botch.
The Washington Post
has discovered a clue. For
months, operations of the Coalition Provisional Authority
in Baghdad were
entrusted to a
skeleton crew
of bright young
apple-polishers,
most of whom
had little training and no experience. Many
bugged out
after their minimum 90 days,
and few left a
favorable impression on the
military oﬃcers. They tended
to be ideological and always
seemed to regard the occupation as “a political event,”
complained one Army colonel. “I wanted to pull their
heads oﬀ,” disclosed an NCO.
How did this “brat pack,”
as they were known, end up
at the levers of power? Hell
if they knew. Many received
e-mails asking them to work
for the CPA. One young star,
the daughter of neocon
kingpin Michael Ledeen, was
hired without an interview
or background check. She
and her fellow brat-packers
soon learned what they
had in common: They all
posted their resumes on
the Web site of the Heritage
Foundation.

How clueless are the penny
pinchers of the Republican
National Committee? Clueless enough to hire some 125
telephone solicitors to shake
down the party faithful—from
call centers in India. The Hindustan Times reports that for
14 months employees of HCL
BPO Services were calling
American households from
New Delhi to conduct issue
surveys and raise money.
The company is a subsidiary
of another company in turn subcontracted by a contractor of
the RNC. HCL BPO would not, as
a matter of policy,
conﬁrm the story,
but the Times’
sources avow that
the fund-raisers
worked at a billing
rate of $9.25 an
hour. The paper
estimates they
raised at least $10
million for the
GOP before the
relationship was
severed last July.
An RNC spokesman characterized the story as an “urban
legend” and expressed shock
and hurt that the president’s
enemies would propagate it.

Selection
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use of mercury preservatives in
vaccines was introduced in the
Nebraska legislature in January
2004.
Iowa state Sen. Ken Veenstra,
author of the thimerosal ban, says
he saw no direct pressure from
the pharmaceutical companies,
but their inﬂuence was nonetheless felt in the wrangling over the
thimerosal ban. “They have inﬂuence over the medical profession
in general, and they have consistently sent the message, ‘This
stuﬀ is OK, don’t worry about it,’
” Veenstra says. “As a result, the
people we rely on—the medical
practitioners—believe the message and it’s hard to combat that
notion. We had to overcome that
obstacle.”
Parent activists with Biological
Education for Autism Treatment in Iowa, or BEAT-Iowa,
worked with Veenstra to shape
the legislation. Dana Halverson, a
BEAT-Iowa founder, is the parent
of a 5-year-old girl who is autistic
and has a range of intestinal and
autoimmune disorders that Halverson believes were triggered by
thimerosal in her vaccines.“The
biggest problems are we’ve had to
go through so much ﬁnancial and
emotional stress—the ﬁnancial
stress creates so much emotional
stress,” Halverson says. Last year,
she and her husband incurred
$40,000 in medical expenses for
their daughter, with only $0,000
covered by insurance.
Establishing the thimerosal-autism link is the ultimate

goal of advocates because it
also would aﬃx liability for
the ﬁnancial and emotional
burdens suﬀered by thousands
like the Halversons. But Iowa’s
ban won’t immediately change
the legal playing ﬁeld for those
seeking compensation for their
autistic children, according to
Houston trial lawyer Andrew
Waters. “As far as impact on
litigation, it will be relatively
minimal for the time being,”
Waters says. “It would have
more eﬀect on a case in Iowa.”
Waters ﬁled the country’s ﬁrst
thimerosal lawsuit against Eli
Lilly, inventor of thimerosal,
and other drug companies on
behalf of an autistic boy and
his parents. He now represents
the Halversons and many
other parents. “As things stand,
thimerosal hasn’t been banned
by the federal government
although there is evidence that
some people think it’s dangerous enough to ban,” he says.
Meanwhile, on April 5,
Reps. Dave Weldon (R-Fla.)
and Carolyn Maloney (DN.Y.) introduced a bill, shaped
by SAFE minds advocates,
that would eliminate thimerosal from vaccines. Bernard
said activists are focusing on
building support in the House
to make sure the bill doesn’t
languish in committee. “We’re
optimistic,” she says, “but a
lot depends on how the issue
is seen in the next couple
months. ■
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Wallahs

4.8 Enlightenment
at a Glance

Here’s some good news: Only
49 percent of American men in
an ABC poll were cool with the
practice of threatening to shoot
detainees in Iraq and Afghanistan as a method of obtaining
information. Wow, that means
51 percent were against or not
too sure! Only 33 percent of men
thought kicking and punching
was OK, and a mere one in four
or ﬁve were down with electric
shocks, sexual humiliation and
threatening relatives.
—Dave Mulcahey

Book ‘em!

L.A. activists tailed, arrested on way to Liberation
Weekend conference. By Will Potter

S

EVEN POLICE CARS LINED
the street, a helicopter
circled overhead and
seven people stood in handcuﬀs looking like a scene from
“America’s Most Wanted.”
The “outlaws” were a group
of activists who didn’t buckle
up. They claim they were
targets of a law enforcement
harassment campaign surrounding Liberation Weekend,
a conference of grassroots activists at the University of West
Los Angeles School of Law. The
conference, May 5-6, drew
activists to discuss “building a
revolutionary movement in the
United States.”
Since 9/, Bush’s war on terrorism has led to an increasingly harsh crackdown on civil
liberties, largely targeted at
grassroots groups. Houses have
been raided, activists have
been followed, and, as happened last month, they have
been arrested and accused of
“terrorism.” The arrests in California, activists say, are part of
a larger, coordinated eﬀort to
silence dissent.
Melissa Rodriguez, a coorganizer of the conference,
received a phone call from
friends on Sunday who said
they were being followed by
unmarked police cars. She and
a group of activists arranged
to meet them. On the way,
Rodriguez was pulled over by
a Costa Mesa police oﬃcer
accompanied by six cars and a
helicopter hovering overhead.
Citing seatbelt violations,
police handcuﬀed the bunch
and led them to separate cars
for interrogation.
Police searched Rodriguez’s
car without her consent and
conﬁscated a guitar. They took
the group to the police station,
where, she says, “I kept asking
10

The future of dissent.

for the cuﬀs to be taken oﬀ,
and they said, ‘No you’re still
under arrest and there’s still an
investigation.’ ” The activists
were booked, ﬁngerprinted and
questioned about Rodriguez
and the conference. A representative for the Costa Mesa
Police Department did not
return telephone calls seeking
comment on the arrests.
Several police cars followed
Rodriguez as she left the station to drop oﬀ the activists at
their homes. At the ﬁnal house,
she was pulled over by an FBI
agent, who questioned her
about her plans for the weekend, and the political posters
and propane tank police had

earlier found in her car.
“I just kept asking if I was
detained, and he said ‘no,’ and
he said they would just follow
me wherever I went,” she says.
The small propane tank in the
trunk was from a recent camping trip. The agents remained
parked outside the house all
night.
The seatbelt crackdown
wasn’t the only questionable
law enforcement act during the
weekend. On Saturday, Brook
Hunter and a group of activists
were pulled over on the way
to the conference for a faulty
brake light. Police asked if they
were going to the conference in
Los Angeles and detained them
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when one passenger couldn’t
provide identiﬁcation.
David Agranoﬀ, an organizer
with Compassion for Farm
Animals, says the FBI visited
his home while he was at work
but his wife did not answer the
door when she recognized one
of the agents.
“To me this is all kind of
indicative of how much they’re
worried about what we have to
say, and how much they want
to squash out dissent,” he says.
“That’s what it’s all about. They
may say these are traﬃc violations or whatever, but it’s no
accident they chose to do it all
that weekend.”
With guns drawn, L.A.
police stopped Nik Hensey
on his way to the conference,
and told him to put his hands
in the air and step out of the
car. They said his vehicle
“matched a description,” says
Hensey. “A subordinate later
indicated that I was being
watched and they were told to
engage me.”
Hensey was taken into
custody and his car was impounded and ransacked. Police
opened his mail, dumped out
the contents of his backpack
and picked the lock on his
laptop, he says.
He was followed by police to
and from the conference. When
he approached one of the cars
that had been following him,
the driver told him that he
“knew my politics and that they
wanted to keep me from breaking the law,” Hensey says.
“I felt guilty that we might
have to invade another country
to sustain the fuel consumption required for seven units
to tail me throughout L.A, so I
encouraged them to return tomorrow with hybrid vehicles,”
Hensey says. “Oﬃcer Doug said
he’d work on it.” ■
WILL POT TER is a freelance
reporter in Washington, D.C.
He has written for the Chicago
Tribune, Dallas Morning News and
Chronicle of Higher Education.
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