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Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin's son Trig joined her on
stage with her husband, Todd, at the Republican
National Convention last week.
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Palin's Pitch to Parents of Disabled
Raises Some Doubts
Support Is Pledged,
But the GOP Ticket
Seeks Spending Cuts

By JUNE KRONHOLZ
September 8, 2008; Page A5

Little Trig Palin prompted more than delegate coos when he joined his mother on
stage at the Republican convention. He also raised new questions among parents
whose children have disabilities.

Was Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin simply including her 5-month-old son, who has
Down syndrome, in a big family moment, or was she exploiting him in a tight
presidential campaign? Would he help break down social barriers facing children
with Down syndrome, or would those children now be drawn into the right-to-life
debate?

In her acceptance speech as the
Republican vice presidential nominee,
Gov. Palin promised special-needs
families that they would have "a friend
and advocate in the White House." But
activists wondered whether that
promise would be undercut by the
Republican ticket's pledge to reduce
government spending.

Many in the disability community said
they hoped Trig Palin's appearance at
the convention would lead to greater
public acceptance of his condition.
"Why shouldn't she have him there?
There's nothing to hide," said Connie
Hutzel of Mason, Ohio, whose son
Carson, 11 years old, has Down
syndrome.

Down syndrome affects one in 733
U.S. newborns, according to the
Centers for Disease Control.
Researchers at the National Down

Syndrome Society say the number of incidences has fallen by about 8% in the
past two decades because of the increased availability of prenatal testing and
abortion. The condition is caused by the presence of an extra chromosome and
affects the cognitive and physical development of those born with it.

Up to 90% of women who receive Down syndrome diagnoses for their fetuses
have abortions, says Brian Skotko, whose practice and research at Children's
Hospital Boston centers on Down syndrome. The number could rise as simple
blood tests for abnormalities head to market.

That is leading to rifts in the Down syndrome community, which the National
Down Syndrome Society estimates includes about 400,000 people nationally with the condition. Many parents fear that Down
syndrome is on the leading edge of a eugenics movement to eliminate children with abnormalities. Others are wary of being
labeled as social conservatives if they choose to have a child knowing it will have a cognitive disability.

Those concerns are likely to move into the mainstream now, along with questions about what either party is likely to do for
children with disabilities. The federal government's major program for such children is the $12 billion-a-year IDEA special-
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education law that serves about seven million children.

IDEA mandates schooling and therapy from birth through age 21 for children with disabilities, but picks up only 12% of the bill.
With local budgets tight, special-needs programs are "stretched very thin," said Ms. Hutzel, adding that her son receives only
monthly therapy.

At the top of activists' legislative agenda is a small-budget bill, currently before Congress, that would fund outreach programs to
parents who have just received a Down syndrome diagnosis.

Parents say there is also a need for housing and employment programs, greater access to Medicaid benefits, "best-practices"
clinics, a national registry of people with Down syndrome and tax-free savings accounts for their long-term care. Life expectancy
is approaching that of healthy children, raising questions about who is to care for them.

Trig Palin already seems to have raised public awareness of many of those issues. Charlie Gadbois, a Southborough, Mass., home
builder whose 11-year-old daughter, Marie, has Down syndrome, said he programmed his computer to alert him to news about the
condition. He is used to getting two or three alerts a day, he said, but this week "I've had to shut the darn thing off" because of all
the Internet traffic. He called the Palins' inclusion of Trig in their convention appearance "phenomenal" and predicted it would
help reassure "the family that's struggling with a choice tonight, that's sitting on the couch wondering what life is going to be like."

Disability activists have long had a strong voice in Congress, in part because of support from powerful members, including Sen.
Edward Kennedy (D., Mass.), who have family members with disabilities. At least three U.S. representatives have children with
Down syndrome. Disability activists have been vocal in debates as varied as funding for touch-screen voting machines and
stem-cell research.

Republican strategists predicted Gov. Palin could unify the country's 41 million disabled people behind their party. But Mr.
Gadbois said he is "not going to vote on that issue," although he declined to say how he would vote. Down syndrome blogs carried
similar comments.

Among bloggers' top concerns is a Bush administration measure that would trim Medicaid funding for community services for
people with disabilities. Democrats have so far stalled the cuts, which advocates for the disabled said would force the disabled
back into institutions.

Blogs also were filled with questions about Gov. Palin's record on services to the disabled during her two years in state office.
This spring, Alaska agreed to almost triple its spending on special-needs children, to $73,840 each beginning in 2011. But Gov.
Palin didn't help draft the legislation.

Write to June Kronholz at june.kronholz@wsj.com
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