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City sees spike in autism after

Covid-19 pandemic: Exp

Late Marriages
And Pollution
Contribute Too

Srishti.Lakhotia
@timesofindia.com

Kolkata: The number of
children and adults diagno-
sed with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) increased
substantially in the past few
years. Experts believe greater
awareness among parents
and schools led to the spike.
According to the National In-
stitute of Mental Health, ASD
is a neurological and develop-
mental disorder that affects
how people interact with
others, communicate, learn,
and behave. Although autism
can be diagnosed at any age, it
is described as a “develop-
mental disorder” because the
symptoms generally appear
in the first two years of life.
From 2011 to 2022, autism

LESS SOCIAL INTERACTIONS, MORE SCREEN TIME

> In 2021, 1 in 44 children
was identified with ASD. In
2023, the number increased
to1in36

> According to NMHS in
2018, 18.3 per cent was the
prevalence of autism in
India. This increased to 21.1
per cent in 2023

> According to the
Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders

(DSM-5), a guide created by
the American Psychiatric
Association that health care
providers use to diagnose

-

mental disorders, people
with ASD often have:

@ Difficulty with
communication and
interaction

@ Restricted interests and
repetitive behaviours

@ Symptoms that affect
their ability to function in
school, work, and other
areas of life

prevalence rose from 2.3 per
1,000 people to 6.3 per 1,000 peo-
ple. Earlier; high-functioning
ASD children who were
average in academics but
hardly had any friends or
could not socialise were ter-
med as ‘shy’. However, obser-
vant parents and aware
schools are now able to identi-
fy the issue and provide time-
ly intervention.

“When Soumya Swami-
nathan, WHO’s chief scien-
tist, visited us, she showed us
a direct correlation between

environmental pollution and

autism,” Anuradha Lohia,
chairperson of Manovikas
ndra, said.

“According to National
Mental Health Survey in 2018,
18.3 per cent was the prevalen-
ce of autism in India. This in-
creased to 21.1 per cent in 2023.
Asurvey of over49lakh child-
ren (aged between 18 months
to 6 years) was conducted by
Integrated Child Develop-
ment Services in West Bengal,
of which 5,840 children were
suspected of having ASD,"” sa-

id Minu Budhia, psychothera-
pist and founder of Carring
Minds International.[The chi-
nic saw an increase of 4-5 per
cent in high-functioning au-
tism cases since last year,
Budhiaadded.

Covid, however, is not the
cause of autism. The disrup-
ted social interactions and in-
creased screen time resulted
in behaviour that mimics
ASD. Other factors include la-
te marriages and environ-
mental factors such as expo-
sure to mercury, lead, food

erts

grown with pesticides.

Rita Chatterjee, a develop-
mental psychiatrist at SSKM,
said the department receives
three to four cases every we-
ek. Suchandra Mukherjee, a
paediatrician at SSKM, said,
“In most cases, if it’s not au-
tism in particular, it is a beha-
vioural issue due to excessive
usage of mobile phones (par-
ticularly after the COVID pe-
riod).” Sumita Saha, paediat-
rician at Fortis Hospital, said
paediatricians are also beco-
mingmoreaware with increa-
sing workshops by the India
Academy of Paediatriciansto
address autism.

Kanchan Mukhopadhyay,
director of the Centre for Bra-
in Function Therapy, Centre
for Stress Management, Cent-
re for Molecular Diagnostics,
and Centre for Biomedical Re-
search, said that they provide
autistic children with puzzles
as it is good for them and they
are relatively more fond of it.
Neurofeedback therapy is al-
so given to help develop healt-
hier brain activity patterns.



