Commercial Hair Analysis and Chelation Therapy
Of recent times I’ve had parents with ASD children ask about or present results of commercial hair analysis, and proposed treatments including supplements of heavy metals, various vitamins and minerals, and chelating agents.  Chelating agents are used to ‘mop up’ heavy metals (Copper, Zinc, Mercury, Iron etc) in the body, usually by making the metal more excretable.  It has been used medically in the past in cases of lead toxicity, iron in myelodyesplastic syndrome but even in these settings evidence to support chelation has recently been challenged because of the significant dangers associated.  
Heavy metals exist in all our bodies.  Some are absolutely essential for life/eg iron, copper, zinc.  Some have a less well defined role but there absence is associated with various diseases.  In short our bodies contain at least trace elements of almost every, if not all, elements on the periodic table, including well known poisons like arsenic.  Many have well established and very important roles and some supplements may be therapeutic eg zinc in diarrhoea in the developing world.  But on the whole as with most all environmental exposure agents the body is well equipped to deal with them, using what is required, tolerating a certain level, and excreting the rest.  You can get too much – arsenic in your cuppa, lead in Port Augusta, mercury in fish- which can have toxic effects.  Or you can be born with a genetic condition that doesn’t allow for appropriate metabolism of a particular element eg copper metabolism in Wilsons Disease, where metals can accumulate in organs and cause problems.  These are very rare conditions indeed.  There are reliable, well validated, blood and/or urine tests that test directly for the element itself or some compound which is a de facto for direct measurement eg Iodine and thyroid hormone, copper and    ceruloplasmin.  
What of hair analysis then?  Certainly hair analysis can reveal lots of things, as the AFL can attest.  It can detect metabolites of various drugs and can give you an approximate idea of when the substances were used.  The police can tell you hair follicles are a good source of DNA.  Proponents of hair analysis have variously claimed that a range of diseases (up to 70% of all diseases known to man!) relate to ‘chronic metal imbalance.  These include abdominal pain, high blood pressure, anaemia, low sugar level, anxiety, impotence, depression, infertility, diarrhoea, joint pain, tiredness, headache and premenstrual syndrome and schizophrenia.  Disconcertingly the claims also include learning disability, ADHD, and Autistic Spectrum Disorder.  On the basis of the hair analysis a prescription of dietary supplements, pills or potions, and trace minerals is offered.  Does it, or does it not, sound like snake oil all over again?  

In no particular order:
· There is generally no correlation between concentrations of an element in hair to the level of the element in tissue stores

· Normal ranges for hair minerals do not exist and indeed sending the same individuals hair to different laboratories have found that one laboratory may diagnose an excess of a mineral whilst the other laboratory diagnoses a deficiency 
· Hair mineral content varies according to the shampoo you use

· Hair level contents can be high even when a body deficiency exists (particularly zinc).  

ASD’s are chronic conditions with lots of, generally positive, change over time.  The estimated incidence of ASD’s is now 1:160 in the population, perhaps up to 150,000 or so Australians.  That is a big market ripe for exploitation and the number of ‘snake oil cures’ over the last few decades are multiple.  On current evidence hair analysis is another snake oil.  The potential harms, along with false hope and lots of dollars from the pocket include potential for toxicity with the prescribed replacement, or by any chelation agent used.  There has already been one reported death of a 5 year old autistic child undergoing chelation therapy, one too many as far as I’m concerned.  

Since the mid 70’s chelation used for other purposes has been responsible for more than 30 reported deaths.  A recent proposed study of chelation therapy for autism, was called off due to the risk of the process, particularly after trials in rats led to brain damage.  
Buyer beware!!
