In 2006, Senator Joe Lieberman and other members of Congress wrote a letter to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences and, basically, said: “We’re not sure the CDC can be trusted by parents to handle this data. And we want your agency to look at this database, and report back to us on: What are its strengths, what are its weaknesses AND how could it be used in a different way? How could it be used now that mercury has come out of vaccines, to compare outcomes now, with earlier factors?
And the panel came back with this report, signed by the NIH Director, and they said: We looked at the database itself, and we ALSO looked at it in the context of going into the future, doing so called ecological studies, And they found several weaknesses and limitations. They found high under-ascertainment of autism cases – the rate at the time was about 40 per 10,0000 kids, and they only found 11 per 10,000 – so they were missing a lot of autism cases.

Maybe this is because they had such broad exclusionary criteria: 25% of the children, as the NIEHS report noted, were eliminated from the study. And, they said, “their removal from the analysis might unintentionally have reduce the ability to detect and association between thimerosal and autism.” 

There were other problems: They did not account for other prenatal mercury exposures, which the panel said could have come from the flu shot or Rho-Gam, as well as “other organomercurials from diet or other sources.”
And so, going into the future, these weaknesses would have really reduced the usefulness of the VSD in doing a strictly ecological analysis. And by the way, the chair of this committee, from UC Davis, she said this study wasn’t the last word.”

I just came across this letter, from Dr. Julie Gerberding to the House Appropriations  Committee. And she basically is answering the critiques mentioned in the NIEHS letter. Now, her answers really put this into the context of going into the future: i.e., How can we use this data? Can we use it for so-called ecological studies? Ecological studies don’t try to match the outcome with the exposure, they don’t try to match individual data. They just look at large population data, and try to see if there are any trends
But among the main weaknesses in the VSD that the NIEHS found, they wrote:

“The panel identified several areas of that when taken together reduce the usefulness of the VSD Project for conducting an ecological study design to address the potential association between exposure to thimerosal and the risk of autism.”

However, in an earlier  part of the NIEHS report, the panel wrote something similar -- only this time, they were not referring to ecological studies at all:
“We identified several areas of weakness, the effect of which was judged to reduce the usefulness of the VSD for addressing the potential association between exposure to thimerosal and risk of ASD.”
Period 
I know it’s a little complicated, but they are saying this whether it is an ecological study or not. The database that was used, which Verstraeten relies so heavily on, had these weaknesses. And Dr. Gerberding is concurring that these inherent weaknesses exist within the database.

For example, the VSD investigators only used very strict autism codes. They didn’t look at pervasive developmental disorders. They didn’t look at Aspergers Syndrome.

Also, there were inherent limitations in the business practices of these different participating HMOs. There were different record keeping practices and diagnostic codes.

Also, CDC acknowledges that they didn’t account for background mercury exposures, and that it would be very hard, going into the future, to do a purely ecological study. But this would have been a problem in the Verstraeten study too. And, they also acknowledge the limitation that there was low case ascertainment. And this also would be a problem.
Now, in their defense, the CDC and Dr. Gerberding said, “We don’t do ecological studies. All the studies we’ve done using the VSD have been rigorous, controlled studies. And, as an example of this rigorous control, she said CDC uses chart reviews, neurological follow up exams, and parent interviews. 

Well, the Verstraeten study had no parental interviews. The Verstraeten study had no neurological follow up exams. There was talk of doing it, but they never did. And there was extremely limited chart review. They reviewed the carts of about 1% of the kids in the study.
So, Versteaten was not an ecological study, but it suffered from some of the same weaknesses that an ecological study would,. And all of these weaknesses that the NIEHS found within the database, and which the CDC concurs, call into question the validity of the Verstraeten study – I think. 

And therefore I think maybe, one day, the IOIM might want to revisit the VSD study.

