Dear

Re The need for early intervention for children with autism

As a parent of a child with autism I wish to draw your attention to the difficulties that I have faced…

It is estimated that there are almost 16,000 other families in Northern Ireland affected by autism. Based on the National Autistic Society’s research the accepted rate of autism in the population here is I in 100. In actual fact a recent survey by the Belfast Education and Library Board showed that 1.32% of their pupils had the condition (Clarke 2007).  In 2006 Child Health records stated that were 38,713 children aged 0 – 4 in the EH&SSB Board area so based on the NAS estimate there are an estimated 380 children aged 0 – 4 with an ASD living in the Eastern Board area alone. This is in contrast to the wide variation in estimates across the Education and Library Boards and HSS Trusts (DE Research Briefing on Early Intervention Support for Children with ASD 2007). It has to be a serious concern if the Education and Health and Social service authorities are using their own questionable estimates to plan and resource services. 
I have received help from a Barnardo’s service called Forward Steps to whom I was referred by my Health and Social Care Trust. I found this service to be …..
This service has a waiting list which means that families (including us) may wait 6 months to a year for a playgroup place for their child. This means that some children will not get a place at all as they will be too old at five by the time a place becomes available. 
Can you please explain why this service is underfunded and why Barnardo’s has had to put in 50% of its running costs for the last eight years and why there are not more services like this throughout Northern Ireland. 
Can you also explain why when prevalence and need have been evident for several years now there is not a Northern Ireland policy or strategy in place to ensure that crucial early intervention for children with autism is available consistently across communities in Northern Ireland?
A clear time frame must be declared as a matter of urgency for assessment, diagnosis and support of children between age 2 and 4 years to which Health and Social Care Trusts and Education Boards will be held accountable. The Departments of Health and Education must demonstrate a shared commitment towards and investment in early intervention provision for our children. 

I would therefore ask you in your role as MLA to pursue this matter with the relevant Ministers and Junior Ministers.
Yours sincerely

