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Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder currently affecting as many as 1 out of 166 children in the United States.
Over the last 15 years, the prevalence of autism has increased more than 10-fold, which strongly suggests an environmental trigger.  The search for such a trigger has led to the observation that autistic individuals might not properly excrete mercury due to certain underlying genetic susceptibilities.
The amount of mercury burden in the environment has increased three-fold since 1900 and 1 in 6 children born today is predicted to have blood levels of mercury high enough to impair neurological development.  The prevalence of autism has been correlated with increasing environmental mercury exposure.
The symptoms of mercury poisoning can mimic autism and a genetic susceptibility to mercury toxicity causes an autism-like illness in animals exposed to ethylmercury.

Several recent studies reveal that a higher mercury exposure and burden exist in autistic children when compared to controls.  Autistic children excrete less mercury in hair than typical children and the severity of autism is inversely correlated with the amount excreted.  Children with autism also excrete more mercury in the urine upon challenge with a chelator when compared to control children and have more precursors of heme present in the urine, which might be indicative of mercury toxicity.

Previous mercury poisoning events, including acrodynia, suggest an underlying genetic susceptibility to mercury toxicity which might occur in approximately 1% of the general population and could explain the wide variation in the half-life of mercury in human blood, which ranges from 37 days to as high as 250 days.

Genetically determined abnormalities, including low glutathione and cysteine levels, impaired sulphation, decreased metallothionein function, and polymorphisms in metal transporter genes, suggest a decreased ability to efflux mercury and an increased susceptibility to mercury toxicity in autistic individuals.

Autism afflicts 4 times as many males as females.  Estrogen is protective while testosterone increases the toxicity of mercury and elevated prenatal testosterone levels might predispose an individual to develop autism.  Males also have lower glutathione levels and normally excrete less mercury than females, and a mercury poisoning event demonstrated an increase in male fetal deaths compared to females.

Finally, reports indicate that chelation of lead and mercury might ameliorate symptoms in some autistic children.
