We're failing autistic people, minister admits
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TENS OF THOUSANDS of people with autism have been repeatedly let down by the social care and health system while Labour has been in power, a minister has admitted.

In a damning indictment, Phil Hope, the care services minister, said there was "no doubt" that, despite years of campaigning by parents and charities for better services, such as respite care and tailored therapies, people with autism have "not been well served".

He said the government would launch an adult autism strategy in April to be followed by a 12-week consultation period with possible statutory guidance that would require local authorities to make improvements. Research to establish the scale of demand for services across the country, originally announced last May, would also finally get under way, he confirmed.

"I recognise that adults with autism have not been well served by the health and social care system. That is true. I am not going to try to deny that because it is true. The past has not been good enough," Hope said.

The National Autistic Society published research last year that found that two-thirds of councils did not know how many children with autism were in their area and only two knew the number of adults. Tory MP Cheryl Gillan has tabled a private member's bill to compel them to do so. She said the government were moving in the right direction but accused the minister of pre-emptive action to frustrate her bill. Hope conceded that the bill "has had an impact".

Hope rejects Tory's bill but pledges action on autism
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Hope rejects Tory's bill but pledges action on autism

Care services minister says MP's bill to record incidence and manage transition years would be unhelpful

maria.ahmed@rbi.co.uk

The government will tomorrow reject proposed legislation to strengthen autism services and say that its own statutory guidance will achieve the same aims.

Care services minister Phil Hope said the proposals in the private member's bill sponsored by Tory MP Cheryl Gillan would be unhelpful.

If passed, Gillan's Autism Bill would compel councils to record the number of people with autism in their areas and children's services would have to co-operate with adults' services when children turn 14 to support transition.

As MPs prepared to debate the bill tomorrow (27 February), Hope told Community Care the government would legislate "only if necessary" after consulting on the first strategy for autistic adults, due in April.

But he added he saw "no need" for recourse to the ­legislation outlined in the bill, which has been backed by 13 charities including the National Autistic Society. He said it would be unhelpful and restrict the flexibility of local areas.

Instead, Hope pledged statutory guidance to strengthen autism services for adults, after the forthcoming strategy.

He added that statutory guidance on children and young people's plans, due to follow the passing of the current Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Bill, would ensure they reflected the needs of autistic children.

Though it supports Gillan's bill, the NAS welcomed Hope's pledge of statutory guidance as a "victory" for campaigners.

The minister added that the adult autism strategy would also focus on health, social inclusion, choice and control, personalisation and workforce training. He announced that commissioning guidance on autism services for primary care trusts and councils would be published alongside it.

Hope also confirmed the government was taking forward research on services for young people with autism in transition and the incidence of the condition among adults.

See www.communitycare.co.uk/110776 next week for full coverage of the debate.

Autism Bill from www.communitycare.co.uk/autismbill 
Thanks for Autism Bill support
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SHADOW Welsh Secretary Cheryl Gillan was celebrating last night after her private Bill to boost support for people with autism cleared its first parliamentary hurdle.

Mrs Gillan said there was a great deal of support for her Bill, which placesaduty on councils and health bodies to recognise the needs of people with autism, and promote services to support them. Autism charities have complained of a lack of co-ordination between adult and children's services, something the Bill aims to address.

The Government had argued the Bill was not the best way to introduce improvements, but Tory MPs forced closure, to prevent the Bill being talked out, and gained an unopposed second reading.

Mrs Gillan said: "I have been deeply encouraged and motivated by the supportive e-mails, letters and other communications that I have received from throughout the country. The groundswell of support for the measure clearly shows that the time has come to right the wrongs that it seeks to tackle, and that change is long overdue."

Labour MP for Aberavon Hywel Francis said: "This is a critically important issue that is far too often overlooked."

Doctors need more training to identify autism
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HEALTH Eight out of 10 doctors need more training to spot the signs of autism, a report by the National Audit Office says. The study also found that about half of the 400,000 adults in England with autism may not be adequately treated due to a lack of services. A poll of 1,000 GPs found 80 per cent thought they needed more training to identify patients with autism. Many did not know where to refer patients due to a lack of specific services.
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Four out of five GPs want additional guidance and training to identify and manage those with autism, according to a study by the National Audit Office. About half of the adults in England with autism and related disorders may not be receiving the correct support because of a lack of specialist services.
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AUTISM

Care services minister Phil Hope has failed to block legislation to strengthen local authorities' duties towards people with autism. The private member's bill introduced by Tory MP Cheryl Gillan was voted through by more than 100 MPs at its second reading in the Commons last week. It would require councils to collect data on the number of people with autism locally. www.communitycare.co.uk/110866

ADULT SOCIAL CARE

Age discrimination is "institutionalised" in social care, the Equality and Human Rights Commission said last week. In a report on the future of social care, the commission promised to investigate the level of age discrimination in social care and produce proposals to root it out. The cost of eliminating ageism in adult care has been estimated as £2bn a year. www.communitycare.co.uk/110818

CARE HOMES

Age Concern is leading a protest outside the Department of Health next Monday against the value of the personal expenses allowance for care home residents, currently worth £21.90 a week. www.ageconcern.org.uk/pea

YOUTH JUSTICE

A secure training centre heavily criticised following the death of 14-year-old Adam Rickwood in 2004 is managing to reduce the use of restraint, Ofsted has found. Inspectors gave Hassockfield STC an overall rating of "good" following an unannounced inspection on 28 October last year, citing figures showing that restraint use in 2008 was lower than in 2007, except for one month. www.communitycare.co.uk/110867

WORKFORCE

Half of English councils have cut jobs in the past few months and seven in 10 anticipate further redundancies, the Local Government Association has said. A survey on the impact of the recession on local government found councils were experiencing reduced income and increased demand in areas including homelessness. www.communitycare.co.uk/110838.See feature p16.

BILL HAILED AS 'LANDMARK' FOR PEOPLE WITH AUTISM
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A backbench Bill aimed at boosting support for people with autism looked set to clear the Commons today.

Ministers had at first argued the Autism Bill was not the best means of achieving the improvements everyone wanted to see and promised an action plan of their own.

But the measure's promoter, Cheryl Gillan, today praised the Government for getting behind the measure in committee and moving the issue forward.

Tory Mrs Gillan (Chesham and Amersham) hailed the Bill as a "landmark" for people with autism and said its progress, with cross party backing, showed the Commons at its "very, very best".

She said it had the potential to "deliver the crucial improvements needed for approximately half a million people with autism in the UK, who have so long been neglected".

Under the Bill, ministers must prepare and publish a strategy meeting the needs of adults with autism.

Mrs Gillan said the Bill had changed in committee, with clauses relating to the needs of children with autism removed, after ministers promised to include provisions in another piece of legislation.

The Bill now placed a duty on the Secretary of State to introduce a "strategy for improving outcomes for adults with autism, accompanied with statutory guidance for local authorities and NHS bodies".

In third reading debate, Mrs Gillan said: "If this Bill becomes law it would be a catalyst for huge progress in meeting the needs of the country's adults with autism."

Mrs Gillan said the success of the strategy and guidance would rely on their implementation.

"Each and every person deserves the best possible chance to make the most of their talents and fulfil their potential as I have said before, including people with autism," she added.

Labour's Liz Blackman (Erewash) said the statistics for the adult autistic community were "dire, shocking, stark".

She said 63% of adults felt their needs were not met, a third had mental health problems, 40% carried on living at home and only 15% were in full-time work.

The Bill could make a "huge difference" to adults with autism, their families and their carers, Ms Blackman said, praising its "novel" approach to making Government produce a strategy.

But she warned: "We can have a Bill and a strategy and statutory guidance and all the rest - it will not make a ha'porth of difference if this is not implemented."

mfl

Tory former minister Angela Browning (Tiverton and Honiton) said she had seen first-hand the effects of autism sufferers being misdiagnosed.

"All too often, and these are not rare occasions, people with autism, particularly Asperger's Syndrome, are misdiagnosed with things like schizophrenia," she said.

"They are medicated for schizophrenia, the medication doesn't work ... so they work their way through a catalogue of different very, very strong drugs in order to try out and see.

"And by the time they get to drug number five that brain is absolutely scrambled."

She added: "If you have a heart condition and a cardiologist misdiagnosed and misprescribed you in that way you would sue.

"It is outrageous that the mental health service in this country ... has not got the expertise to treat people with autism not just with dignity but in a way in which they deserve to be treated."

Ms Browning said she hoped the Bill would rectify the situation.

For the Liberal Democrats, Annette Brooke welcomed the Bill.

"We have started a journey - I believe we've got the luggage and the map but will we reach the end of the journey?"

She said the Bill had raised expectations for the future but warned that every MP involved should continue to encourage all relevant services to work together.

Tory hopeful for the Speaker's job, John Bercow, who led a review for the Government last year on children with speech, language and communication needs, paid tribute to the Government for supporting the Bill.

Mr Bercow (Buckingham) said he always felt ministers had "good intentions" on the issue and he did not subscribe to the "rather tedious, old-fashioned, boring, partisan view" that the Government was "out to scupper" it.

He said: "I know the Government is serious on these matters and they have done a considerable amount on this subject."

For the Tories, Anne Milton agreed the Bill had shown "Parliament at its best" and hoped it would prove a "huge catalyst" for change.

"When people are so angry with politicians, this Bill is not only a huge landmark for people with autism, their families and communities but maybe a small chink of light for Parliament itself."

She said: "We need real drive to make sure that, if passed, this actually starts producing results at the front line."

Junior health minister Ann Keen said publishing a strategy would only be the "beginning of the story".

"The Government is committed to taking action to improve services for people with autism," she said.

"We are determined to see true, transformational change and a real improvement in their quality of life."

mfl

The Bill gained an unopposed third reading and now goes to the Lords with a strong chance of becoming law.

end
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:: Tory former minister Michael Mates (Hampshire E) complained about "ill use" of parliamentary time as his move to close an "odious anomaly" on armed forces widows' pensions was talked out by the Government. He called for use of Private Members' time on Fridays to be looked at after his Forces Widows' Pensions (Equality of Treatment) Bill failed to make headway.

Veterans Minister Kevan Jones spoke for over 90 minutes in opposition to the Bill and was still speaking when time ran out at 2.30pm - making further progress virtually impossible.

Earlier, Mr Mates said he wanted to end a "gross injustice" relating to the widows of forces personnel who retired before April 1973 and those after. Pre-1973 widows were entitled to only one-third of their late husbands' pensions, compared with a half for those who retired later.

Mr Jones insisted the issue was about affordability with predicted costs of £30 million a year which would have impacts on other Government schemes.

:: A backbench Bill aimed at boosting support for people with autism cleared the Commons with Government and cross-party backing.

Ministers had at first argued the Autism Bill was not the best means of achieving the improvements everyone wanted and promised an action plan of their own. But the measure's promoter, Cheryl Gillan, praised the Government for getting behind it in committee and moving the issue forward.

Mrs Gillan (Chesham and Amersham) hailed the Bill as a "landmark" for people with autism and said its progress, with cross party backing, showed the Commons at its "very, very best". It had the potential to "deliver the crucial improvements needed for approximately half a million people with autism in the UK, who have so long been neglected".

Under the Bill, the Government must prepare and publish a strategy meeting the needs of adults with autism. Health minister Ann Keen said publishing a strategy would only be the "beginning of the story". "The Government is committed to taking action to improve services for people with autism. We are determined to see true, transformational change and a real improvement in their quality of life."

:: The Organ Donation (Presumed Consent) Bill gained an unopposed second reading without debate. Piloted by Liberal Democrat Jeremy Browne (Taunton), it would allow presumed consent where a person had not previously registered an objection. The Bill, which extends to England and Wales and has cross party backing, would also prevent donation if it would cause "distress" to a person's spouse or partner.

:: Justice minister Lord Bach insisted the Government remains committed to the use of CCTV as "a powerful crime-fighting tool" which was popular with the public. Replying in a debate in which most speakers criticised the system and questioned its effectiveness, he said: "Police operational experience ... shows that it deters and detects crime and helps secure convictions. It also reduces fear of crime."

Labour former Attorney-General Lord Morris of Aberavon said: "There are an estimated four million CCTV cameras in this country. Is that an effective use of the £500 million of public expenditure?" Baroness Manningham-Buller, former head of MI5, said: "Surveillance is used very sweepingly. The forms of surveillance I put in the most obtrusive category are eavesdropping - the use of microphones - and interception of communications or "wire-tapping".

:: The decision to move Schools Minister Jim Knight to the Work and Pensions Department in Gordon Brown's reshuffle was criticised by former Cabinet Secretary Lord Turnbull. He told the Lords: "It's a pity the former Minister for Schools, who was developing a very good reputation, was caught up the the frantic game of musical chairs masquerading as a reshuffle."

end
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A Bill aimed at boosting support for people with autism cleared its first Lords hurdle today.

Labour's Baroness Pitkeathley, vice president of Carers UK, hailed the Autism Bill as "a marvellous example of cross-party working".

Under the measure, which gained an unopposed Lords second reading, ministers would have to prepare and publish a strategy meeting the needs of adults with autism by April 2010.

They must also produce guidance for NHS bodies and councils relating to the strategy by December 2010.

Opening second reading debate, Lady Pitkeathley said the Government was already working on a strategy but that the Bill would put existing commitments on a statutory footing.

And she said it had the potential to bring vast improvements to adults with autism, adding: "This Bill is an excellent example of how relatively small changes in legislation can make huge changes to the lives of people with disabilities and their families."

The Bill has already cleared the Commons, where it was introduced by Tory former minister Cheryl Gillan (Chesham and Amersham).

Ministers had at first argued that the Bill was not the best means of achieving the improvements everyone wanted to see and promised an action plan of their own.

But they got behind the measure in committee after an agreement that it should only relate to adults - with plans to help children included in other legislation.

In his maiden speech Lord Freud, the Tories' new shadow minister on welfare reform who was previously an adviser to the Government on the subject, welcomed the Bill,

Lord Freud said people with autism were one of the groups he had explicitly in mind when he compiled his report over two years ago.

"With the right support autistic adults can make an incredible contribution in the workplace.

"Many have an attention, a focus on detail and a sheer perseverance, which can be invaluable attributes in particular jobs."

Yet the "tragedy" was that only 15% of adults were in work, he said.

"Properly organised programmes managed with financial rigour should allow the 15% figure for this group to improve dramatically."

For the Liberal Democrats, Baroness Tonge also welcomed the Bill and urged ministers to try to get it through Parliament before the summer recess.

"We need the publication of that strategy and the guidance as soon as possible," she said.

For the Tories, Baroness Verma said it was heartening to witness such a high level of cross party support for a Bill.

Figures showed there was not only a failure to support or understand children with autism but the problem got "progressively worse" as they grew up.

Baroness Thornton, for the Government, said even though the Bill would not make it on to the statute books before the recess, work would continue on the national autism strategy.

"This legislation, along with the action that is now under way, will deliver real improvements to the lives of people with autism and their families," she said.

end
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LONDON, Sept. 10 -- Cheryl Gillan, Baroness Pitkeathley has introduced a Private Members' Bill (Ballot Bill) "Autism Bill 2008-09".

During second reading of the Bill on 10 July, a wide-ranging discussion took place on issues including the provision of services for people with Autism and the publication and implementation of Autism strategies.

* Lords Hansard: Autism Bill

Committee stage - line by line examination of the Bill - takes place on 15 October.

The summary of the bill is: "Following amendments in a Public Bill Committee, which debates and examines the Bill clause by clause, the Bill would require the Secretary of State for Health to publish an adult autism strategy and to issue associated statutory guidance. It would also place a duty on local authorities and NHS bodies to act under this guidance".

Progress of bill including links to debates can be viewed at: http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2008-09/autism.html For more information about US Fed News contract awards please contact: Sarabjit Jagirdar, US Fed News, Email:- htsyndication@hindustantimes.com.
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Sir, Michael Fitzpatrick says exactly what I have been feeling for several years now ("Making autism 'normal' won't help my son", Opinion, Oct 12). Our son had autism diagnosed aged 2, and, like Dr Fitzpatrick, I knew nothing about it, apart from a lack of eye contact.

Fifteen years on, our son is in a residential school where they aim to minimise his "triggers" and help him to take some control over his life, which the autistic individual is keen to do, but at the cost of losing control when things go wrong. I see my much loved 17-year-old hitting himself viciously on the head and screaming when he can't cope with a noise that upsets him. And sometimes that outburst is directed at the carer; I have suffered more bruises than I care to count.

Fortunately, intervention managed to find him a place in residential schooling, because if that had not happened, our family would have broken down totally. As it is his sisters are scared when he comes home and make excuses not to be in. This breaks my heart.

I welcome the lessening of the stigma attached to autism, but like Dr Fitzpatrick worry that the problems are trivialised for the sake of good box office. When in conversation it comes up that our son is severely autistic the usual response is: "Oh, but he will be brilliant at something." Sadly, the autistic "savant" occurs in less than one in ten cases.

No, we have to deal with an anxious toddler, in a fully grown male body, with the language ability of an 18-month-old and the emotional stability of a three-year-old. He will never be able to live at home again, as he would be a danger not only to me, but also to himself. Yet he can melt you with a smile, can touch your heart when he kisses your head, and can lift your spirits with his infectious giggle.

The struggle continues, and I thank Dr Fitzpatrick for keeping it in the news.

angela riley Stockport, Cheshire Sir, My seven-year-old son suffers from an autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) described as pathological demand avoidance syndrome. He was out of school from October last year, only returning to a special school in September this year, after obtaining a statement of special educational needs. Only time will tell how much progress he can make. What I can say is that he is receiving provision from truly dedicated and expert professionals.

Where I disagree with Dr Fitzpatrick is in his belief that it does not help to have the vast range of disorders that comprise ASD better understood. My son's is an almost invisible condition for the majority of those who come across him. He simply cannot understand the rules of social interaction, resulting in "inappropriate" behaviour that can cause insensitive responses from even those close acquaintances. It is hard to express the hurt and damage to self-esteem inflicted by those who make implied or explicit criticisms of our parenting skills.

The advantages, therefore, of greater understanding of autism can be twofold. An understanding of the range of conditions in the educational and social services can improve the speed with which diagnosis can be made and support offered to families who live every day with the huge challenges of ASD. And anything that can help the public to appreciate that a child behaving "badly" might not just be a spoilt brat could avoid demoralising interventions and lead to greater community and family support. alexander parsons London SW1

Our experiences of living with an autistic son; Letters to the Editor

613 words

Publication date: 15 October 2009

Source: The Times

Page: 21

(c) 2009 Times Newspapers Limited. All rights reserved   

Sir, Michael Fitzpatrick says exactly what I have been feeling for several years now ("Making autism 'normal' won't help my son", Opinion, Oct 12). Our son had autism diagnosed aged 2, and, like Dr Fitzpatrick, I knew nothing about it, apart from a lack of eye contact.

Fifteen years on, our son is in a residential school where they aim to minimise his "triggers" and help him to take some control over his life, which the autistic individual is keen to do, but at the cost of losing control when things go wrong. I see my much loved 17-year-old hitting himself viciously on the head and screaming when he can't cope with a noise that upsets him. And sometimes that outburst is directed at the carer; I have suffered more bruises than I care to count.

Fortunately, intervention managed to find him a place in residential schooling, because if that had not happened, our family would have broken down totally. As it is his sisters are scared when he comes home and make excuses not to be in. This breaks my heart.

I welcome the lessening of the stigma attached to autism, but like Dr Fitzpatrick worry that the problems are trivialised for the sake of good box office. When in conversation it comes up that our son is severely autistic the usual response is: "Oh, but he will be brilliant at something." Sadly, the autistic "savant" occurs in less than one in ten cases.

No, we have to deal with an anxious toddler, in a fully grown male body, with the language ability of an 18-month-old and the emotional stability of a three-year-old. He will never be able to live at home again, as he would be a danger not only to me, but also to himself. Yet he can melt you with a smile, can touch your heart when he kisses your head, and can lift your spirits with his infectious giggle.

The struggle continues, and I thank Dr Fitzpatrick for keeping it in the news. angela riley Stockport, Cheshire Sir, My seven-year-old son suffers from an autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) described as pathological demand avoidance syndrome. He was out of school from October last year, only returning to a special school in September this year, after obtaining a statement of special educational needs. Only time will tell how much progress he can make. What I can say is that he is receiving provision from truly dedicated and expert professionals.

Where I disagree with Dr Fitzpatrick is in his belief that it does not help to have the vast range of disorders that comprise ASD better understood. My son's is an almost invisible condition for the majority of those who come across him. He simply cannot understand the rules of social interaction, resulting in "inappropriate" behaviour that can cause insensitive responses from even those close acquaintances. It is hard to express the hurt and damage to self-esteem inflicted by those who make implied or explicit criticisms of our parenting skills.

The advantages, therefore, of greater understanding of autism can be twofold. An understanding of the range of conditions in the educational and social services can improve the speed with which diagnosis can be made and support offered to families who live every day with the huge challenges of ASD. And anything that can help the public to appreciate that a child behaving "badly" might not just be a spoilt brat could avoid demoralising interventions and lead to greater community and family support. alexander parsons London SW1

Call to find work for sufferers of autism

186 words

Publication date: 15 October 2009

Source: Belfast Telegraph

Page: 8

(c)2009 Independent News & Media (Northern Ireland). All Rights Reserved.   

News

Autism sufferers are being "cast adrift" when they become adults because of a lack of knowledge and awareness among health and social care staff, MPs said today.

In a strongly-worded indictment of present provision, the Commons public accounts committee said too many went unhelped unless they developed more serious problems.

And it demanded action to get more people with autism into work, following research which found only 15% were in full-time work despite having valuable skills.

They launched a probe after public spending watchdog the National Audit Office found half the estimated 400,000 adults in England with autism may be falling through the gaps.

In the report, the MPs said local bodies lacked "sufficient awareness of the number and needs of people with autism in their area" meaning they could not plan services properly.

The transition from children's to adult services "is often poorly managed", it found, with the education or employment status of almost a third of 16-24s unknown to the Connexions body charged with supporting them.

http://www.autism.org.uk/autismact2009 
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A NEW bill aimed at giving people with autism improved rights passed its final stage in the House of Lords this week.

The National Autistic Society (NAS) heralded the new law as groundbreaking and said health and social care services could now face legal action if they failed to provide support for people with the condition, which affects over half a million people in the UK.

Mark Lever, chief executive of the NAS, said: Thousands of adults with autism told us they were experiencing serious mental health difficulties due to a lack of support.

After a year of lobbying, this is the watershed moment they have been waiting for - this law could literally transform lives.

It will add serious weight to the forthcoming adult autism strategy so now we''ll be keeping the pressure up on Government to make sure they get it right and deliver lasting change for people with this serious, lifelong and disabling condition.

Once the bill receives Royal Assent it will officially become the Autism Act.

Under the new law the Government''s forthcoming adult autism strategy will be legally enforceable and must be published within the next six months.

New responsibilities the NHS and local authorities will be expected to fulfil will include providing diagnostic services for adults with autism and better training for health and social care staff.

The Autism Bill started out as a Private Members'' Bill drafted by the NAS on behalf of a coalition of autism charities and was championed through Parliament by Conservative MP Cheryl Gillan. It has had support from all parties.

. www.autism.org.uk/autismact2009 NAS Autism Helpline: 0845 070 4004 10am-4pm, Monday to Friday, (local rates apply).
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Two weeks ago, the Private Members' Bills Ballot took place in the House of Commons. Unlike the vast majority of legislation which is introduced by the Government, Private Members' Bills are introduced by individual MPs, not Government Ministers, from all political parties. They provide an opportunity for MPs to introduce a Bill on a specific issue which they feel strongly about.

Every session, MPs have the opportunity to enter the Private Members' Bill Ballot, where names are literally drawn out of a hat. The ballot is always held on the second Thursday of each session, and took place on November 26 for this session.

Twenty names are drawn in the ballot, but with only f14 days, always Fridays, put aside to debate these Bills, time is very limited. Because this parliamentary session is particularly short, it may be that the number of debate days will be fewer than normal.

Next Wednesday, the 20 MPs successful in the ballot will present the topics of their bills and the days chosen for each debate. The bills are presented in the order of the ballot and coming high in the ballot means the MP can choose when they get their own Bill debated - the earlier the better chance of success.

Only a minority of Private Members' Bills become law because the Bill must pass through both the House of Commons and the House of Lords in a limited time and therefore needs support from across the House. However, even unsuccessful Bills can help influence Government policy and it is an important tool to raise awareness for issues that may not be ones which the Government is interested in promoting.

In the last Parliamentary session, my colleague Cheryl Gillan came top of the ballot. She chose to take forward the Autism Bill, in co-operation with the National Autistic Society. As Shadow Minister for Disabled People, I supported this Bill and was pleased to see that it received agreement in both Houses, and that it is now an Act of Parliament.

Private Members' Bills provide an important opportunity for individual MPs to promote legislation on issues which are not on the Government's agenda. The Autism Act 2009 demonstrates the importance of this procedure and how it helps to ensure that concerns and interests of all sections of the population are promoted in Parliament.

? Contact me: harperm@parliament.uk, www.markharper.org or House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA.
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