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A
s the leader of a non-
profit that supports
thousands of children
and adults with devel-
opmental disabilities

across Los Angeles County, I’ve
seen firsthand the strength, resil-
ience and dignity of families raising
children with autism. So when I
heard the U.S. secretary of Health
and Human Services claim last
week that autism “destroys” chil-
dren and families and is “cata-
strophic for our country,” I was
deeply disturbed but sadly, not
surprised.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s over-
wrought remarks, like many made
in public discourse about autism,
reduce complex human stories to
simple tragedy. They paint individ-
uals and families as broken. They
perpetuate the outdated idea that
an autism diagnosis is, starkly, an
ending, not a beginning. And for
families already facing daily chal-
lenges — navigating school sys-
tems, medical insurance, ther-
apies, and work, life and caregiving
balances — this kind of language is
another blow.

What’s worse, it distracts from
real, urgent issues facing these
families right now — especially pro-
posed cuts to Medicaid that could
devastate the supports they rely
on.

To be clear: The prevalence of
autism is rising. The Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
now estimates that 1 in 31 children
in the U.S. is diagnosed with
autism, up from 1 in 36 just a few
years ago. But that doesn’t mean
autism is a catastrophe. The CDC
says the change reflects better
awareness, improved diagnostic
tools and more families — espe-
cially in underserved communities
—gaining access to the evaluations

and services their children need.
Here in California, the state De-

partment of Developmental Serv-
ices serves more than 400,000
adults and children with devel-
opmental disabilities, including
autism. That’s a 40% increase over
the last decade, but services that
are available haven’t kept pace.

From early intervention help and
behavioral therapy to job support
and independent living programs,
families often face long wait lists
and limited options, particularly in
working-class and low-income
communities.

Now, just as more families are
seeking help, some federal law-

makers are calling for Medicaid
budget cuts that could threaten
services for millions of Americans
with disabilities. More than 15 mil-
lion people with disabilities rely on
Medicaid nationwide, including
more than 1.9 million here in Cali-
fornia.

These are the threats we should

be talking about. Not manufac-
tured panic over vaccines. Not un-
founded theories about the cause
of autism. And certainly not care-
less words that make families feel
ashamed for seeking support.

Kennedy is right about one
thing: Families matter. But if we
truly care about them, we must
protect — not politicize — them.
I’ve met single parents working
two jobs who spend their nights fill-
ing out paperwork to get their child
approved for therapy. I’ve seen sib-
lings step up to care for brothers
and sisters navigating their own
adolescence. I’ve seen entire fam-
ilies become fierce advocates,
building welcoming communities
where their children can thrive.

What these families need is not
blame, but investment. In services.
In housing. In employment path-
ways. In research — yes — but also
in dignity, and the right to a full,
self-determined life.

The individuals my organiza-
tion serves are not “destroyed.”
They are learning, working, cre-
ating art, volunteering, making
friends and building lives of pur-
pose. The caregivers, educators
and direct service providers who
support them are not defeated —
they are relentless. And their sto-
ries deserve to be told not as cau-
tionary tales, but as testaments to
possibility.

So instead of invoking fear, let’s
focus on the future. Let’s commit to
equitable access to services. Let’s
ensure California leads the nation
in supporting people with autism
and developmental disabilities.
And let’s reject rhetoric that stig-
matizes difference and isolates
those who live it.

Los Angeles is a city built on di-
versity, innovation, and heart. Our
disability community is no differ-
ent. It’s time we honor their con-
tributions — not with pity or panic,
but with partnership and progress.

Veronica A. Arteaga is
president and chief executive of
the Exceptional Children
Foundation, based in Culver City.
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RFK Jr.’s words mask the real
tragedy facing those with autism 

HEALTH Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s remarks about autism being catastrophic for the na-
tion are seen as overwrought and a distraction from urgent issues such as proposed Medicaid cuts.
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Good for California. If

the state yielded, the Trump

administration would sim-

ply make more threats,

more demands and supply

more reasons to cut off

funds, which it may do

anyway. Best to say no right

now.

David Moskowitz

Playa del Rey

::

If the Trump adminis-

tration believes that DEI is

illegal, why not call for the

elimination of all public

schools? DEI is embedded

in the public schools. They

have to accept all children

and provide accommoda-

tions to ensure no child is

discriminated against.

Do we really want to

replace public schools with

homeschooling and private

schools? Will there be uni-

form standards? Who will

supervise and regulate

them? How will they be

funded? I would prefer that

President Trump focus on

meaningful reforms for

public schools that address

21st century challenges.

June Thompson

Los Angeles

Who Trump
really is in ‘Iliad’
Re “If Trump were one of

the rogues from Homer’s

‘Iliad,’ which would he be?,”

Opinion Voices, April 13

It surprises me that

Jesse Browner doesn’t

consider President Trump

as Paris in his “Iliad” ana-

logy. Paris is born on a gold-

en throne, reaps the profits

of his illicit behavior and is

never brought to justice.

Ralph Tropf

Los Angeles

Trump hatred
‘pathological’

It has been nothing but

gravy since Jan. 20 watching

the Democratic Party and

the liberal left implode, all

the while sanctimoniously

cloaking themselves as the

defenders of democracy.

What we are all seeing is

democracy in action. We,

the People of the United

States, elected President

Trump to get things done

after the previous four years

of babbling, cackling inepti-

tude.

The intense hatred of

Trump by the left swings

between infantile and de-

ranged, and borders on

pathological. Rush Lim-

baugh used to say liberalism

is a disease and conser-

vatism is the cure. I couldn’t

agree more. I expect more

gravy on my grits in the next

four years.

Michael Murphy

San Pedro

Garcia case
sparks outrage
Re “Salvadoran president

says he won't return

deportee,” April 15

As Americans, we should

all be outraged at President

Trump’s feigned helpless-

ness in not arranging for

Kilmar Abrego Garcia’s

return from the El Salvador

prison where he is mistak-

enly incarcerated. This

unchecked power ratchets

up the fear that our govern-

ment can disappear anyone

who displeases it in any way.

Bob Walter

Sierra Madre

::

Trump’s claim that he

has no power to force a

sovereign country to return

the wrongly deported

Abrego Garcia to the United

States is preposterous. All

Trump would have to do is

to threaten to withhold our

foreign aid, and Abrego

Garcia would be on a plane

back to the U.S. in hours.

Gary Vogt

Menifee, Calif.

::

There is no doubt that

Salvadoran President Nayib

Bukele would return Abrego

Garcia if Trump asked him.

But then the president of

the United States would

have to admit he and his

administration made a

mistake. Clearly that is too

much to ask, so Abrego

Garcia is left in an impos-

sible situation. It would

have been so simple to say

“my bad,” and bring the

man home, but our cruel

and depraved president is

not capable of such behav-

ior.

Patricia Koch

Long Beach

::

It’s sad because the

resolution of this injustice

was right there in front of

everyone. President Bukele,

welcome to your new tem-

porary home, the Oval

Office.

Joe Kevany

Mount Washington

::

The government should

at the very least support

this man’s family for the rest

of their lives. Money will not

make up for the loss of a

husband and father but it

will help their living circum-

stances. Money is the only

language Trump under-

stands.

Lorraine Knopf

Santa Monica

::

Sixty-five years ago,

when I was 13, my father told

me to always stand up when

you shake another man’s

hand. That’s always been

the first rule in business.

Maybe these leaders advis-

ers need to have a refresher

course in etiquette?

Scott Snyder

Orange County

::

Am I the only one horri-

fied by the administration’s

use of this Orwellian eu-

phemism, “administrative

error,” to describe kidnap-

ping and incarceration in a

foreign gulag? I can under-

stand this occurring in the

former Soviet Union, in Nazi

Germany or in today’s

China or North Korea. But

here in America? The coun-

try with the Constitution

and Bill of Rights? This

cannot be happening here,

can it?

Tom Brayton

Long Beach

Push back
against drilling
Re “Will Native tribes secure

Grand Staircase-Escalante

National Monument?,”

Opinion Voices, April 15

As a Native American, I

support the effort to pre-

serve the Grand Staircase-

Escalante National Monu-

ment. However, at this time,

we are on the downward

slope of Navajo Nation

President Peterson Zah’s

roller coaster metaphor. By

the removal of “Native

American” and “Indigenous

People” from government

documents and websites,

President Trump obviously

has no interest in preserving

anything to do with people

of color. 

Harold Printup

Mar Vista

Don’t mourn the
Rim fire, learn
Re: “Lessons from Yosemite

a decade after Rim blaze,”

April 21

Reporter Corinne Pur-

till’s article on the 2013 Rim

fire romanticizes a mislead-

ing narrative that high-

intensity wildfires “destroy”

forests. This erases the

regenerative power of fire-

adapted ecosystems. I’ve

been to the area multiple

times since the fire and

what I’ve seen is powerful.

The places that weren’t

logged or sprayed are thriv-

ing, with native plants and

natural regeneration every-

where. The real threat is

logging disguised as resto-

ration, which emits 10 times

more carbon per acre than

wildfire or native bark bee-

tles. The Rim fire didn’t ruin

Yosemite. It offered a lesson.

Jennifer Mamola

Washington, D.C.

CHIEF JUSTICE John G. Roberts Jr. in 2020 during the first impeachment trial
of President Trump, on charges of abuse of power and obstruction of Congress.
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Justice misses the point of DEI
Re: “State signals DEI defiance despite school threat,” April 9

C
HIEF Justice John G. Roberts Jr. is quoted as saying, “Eliminating racial discrimi-

nation means eliminating all of it.” 

This misses the point of diversity, equity and inclusion, which is not to eliminate

racial discrimination, but to compensate for the fact it exists. Employers and others have

racial biases that influence hiring and other decisions. Unless we counter those biases with

initiatives like DEI, the best candidates won’t necessarily be selected for schools, jobs, etc.

Gary Thorne

Yorbo Linda
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