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A Scientist and a CEO Collaborate to Find Answers
by Sharon Lindenburger

When David Patchell-Evans’ daughter Kilee was diagnosed with autism at the
age of 2%, he did what every parent faced with this diagnosis would seek to
do. He set out on an impassioned search for ways to help his child. He read
every book he could get his hands on, talked to medical and scientific experts,
sought out a behavioural treatment program for his daughter, and
communicated with other parents going through the same emotionally
devastating circumstances.

Autism is a devastating brain condition that globally has reached enormous
proportions. Affecting one in every 150 children, autism manifests in language
difficulties, repetitive behaviour, social isolation, fixating upon objects, and lack
of social skills. Autism is actually a spectrum of brain diserders ranging from
Asperger Syndrome (in which the child may have good verbal facility but may
lack the ability to understand non-verbal communication or to interpret
emotional cues) to “classic” autistic disorder (which manifests in combinations
of symptoms and behaviours consistent with autism spectrum disorders) to
pervasive developmental disorder (also known as atypical autism). So little is
understood about ASDs; so much is speculation and trial and error.

David Patchell-Evans is known as Patch to his friends and colleagues. His quest
to find the cause and eventual cure for autism is remarkable. It shows how one

person from outside the medical profession can set inte motion a process that
has recently resulted in a significant medical research breakthrough.

Always a problem-solver, he decided that the key to addressing the mystery of
autism lies in the realm of medical research. Patch’s burning desire was to find
a way to turn speculation into solid research findings. Four years ago, a
serendipitous connection came into his life. He was introduced to neuroscientist
Dr. Derrick MacFabe whose previous work with children with special needs had
led him to begin researching autistic spectrum disorders. Both men realized they
shared a deep desire to find the cause and eventual cure for autism. Dr.
MacFabe, a scientist willing to follow a clinical suspicion he had, presented his
fledgling research idea to Patch. Inspired by the commitment of the scientist,
Patch has to date provided $2.5 million toward the research from his own
personal resources.

Using this money, the Kilee Patchell-Evans Autism Research Group has grown
to a multi-disciplinary team, established at London Ontario’s University of
Western Ontario, under the directorship of Dr. MacFabe involving senior
researchers and faculty, graduate students, post-doctoral fellows and research
technologists.

Can "bugs” in your digestive system affect your brain? Breakthrough research
by Dr. MacFabe's team has found strong evidence of a possible gut-bug-brain
link in autism. A compound produced by bacteria found in the gastro-intestinal
tract may have significant implications in autism. Dr. MacFabe's research has
isolated a prime candidate for being a “culprit”—propionic acid--and the finding
is creating waves in the international scientific community.

Speculation has been rampant for some time both among scientists and parents
desperate for an explanation about the possible cause of this puzzling
condition—that it has a link with something happening in the gut. It's well
known that frequent digestive upsets are common in autistic children and that
their behaviour often worsens after eating certain types of foods, particularly
wheat or dairy products. But what is it exactly that’s going on in autistic kids”
guts? Are their stomach symptoms merely coincidental or do they perhaps point
to something more significant in why and how autism happens?

“It's not uncommon for many parents of autistic children to report that their
children would eat certain foods and that the behavioural symptoms would get
worse,” Dr. MacFabe says. “Digestive upsets would also appear to get worse
as well, even though at the same time the child would be craving the food.
Then the families would remove certain food products, such as foods with
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