
	
A	hidden	disability	that	begins	in	childhood	and	can	persist	into	adolescence	and	
adulthood1,2.	Symptoms	range	from	mild	to	severe	and	can	result	in	some	people	
having	severe	disabilities	and	require	life-long	care	and	support1,3.	Studies	have	
shown	that	1	in	160	children	have	autism1,	so	how	can	it	be	treated?	
	
WHAT	IS	AUTISM?	

	
Autism	 spectrum	 disorder	 (autism)	 is	 a	 complex	
developmental	disorder	that	affects	the	brain’s	normal	
development4.	People	with	autism	often	have	difficulty	
understanding	 others	 –	 with	 the	 most	 common	
behaviours	 being:	 trouble	 interacting	 and	
communicating	 with	 others,	 narrow	 interests	 and	
repetitive	behaviour4,5.		
	

	
Causes	&	Signs	
	
There	is	no	single	cause	of	autism	and	it	is	suggested	that	there	are	many	factors	that	increase	
a	child’s	likelihood	of	developing	autism,	including	environmental	and	genetic	contributors1,4.		
	
Some	children	might	develop	autism	due	to	an	early	brain	overgrowth,	which	means	that	the	
brain	 grows	 faster	 than	 the	 average	 brain,	 resulting	 in	 different	 parts	 of	 the	 brain	 not	
communicating	in	a	typical	way4.	Signs	of	autism	are	usually	prevalent	from	the	age	of	two,	
when	 parents	 begin	 to	 see	 signs	 such	 as	 being	 unable	 to	 get	 the	 child’s	 attention	 or	
communicating	simple	tasks.	Some	early	signs	are6:	
	

• Social	challenges	–	many	autistic	infants	show	some	early	symptoms	such	as	failure	
to	 respond	 to	 their	name,	 reduced	 interest	 in	people	and	delayed	 speech.	Autistic	
children	 have	 difficulties	 interpreting	 what	 others	 are	 thinking	 and	 feeling,	 which	
results	in	difficulties	playing	social	games.	
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• Communication	 difficulties	 –	 some	 autistic	 children	 will	 have	 significant	 language	

delays	and	don’t	begin	speaking	until	much	later,	using	only	single	words	or	repeating	
phrases.	 This	 is	 due	 their	 difficulty	 combining	 words	 into	 meaningful	 sentences.	
Children	with	autism	also	have	an	inability	to	understand	body	language,	tone	of	voice	
and	expression.	

	
• Repetitive	behaviour	–	common	repetitive	behaviours	include	hand-flapping,	rocking,	

jumping	and	twirling,	arranging	and	rearranging	objects,	and	repeating	sounds,	words	
or	 phrases.	 People	 with	 autism	 need	 and	 demand	 extreme	 consistency	 in	 their	
environment	and	daily	routine	–	slight	changes	can	be	extremely	stressful	and	lead	to	
outbursts.	

	
WHO’S	AFFECTED?	
	
Studies	 over	 the	 past	 50	 years	 have	 shown	 that	 the	
prevalence	of	autism	appears	to	be	increasing	globally1.	
It	 is	 estimated	 that	 more	 than	 21.7	 million	 people	
worldwide	are	directly	affected	by	autism4.	In	Australia	
alone,	5%	(115,400	people)	have	been	diagnosed	with	
autism,	with	1	 in	100	autistic	 children	being	between	
the	ages	of	5-145.	It	is	commonly	identified	in	children	
and	young	people,	with	83%	of	autism	sufferers	aged	
under	 253.	 	 Statistics	 indicate	 boys	 being	 four	 times	
more	likely	to	experience	autism	than	girls5.		
	
TREATMENT	
	
There	is	no	single	cure	for	autism,	however	it	has	been	proven	that	the	right	support	at	the	
right	time	can	make	a	difference	to	the	lives	of	autistic	people1,2.		
	

Children	 with	 autism	 can	 benefit	 from	 early	
intervention,	which	consists	of	various	therapies,	
interventions	or	services4.	This	can	have	a	positive	
impact	 on	 wellbeing	 and	 quality	 of	 life	 for	 a	
person	with	autism	and	their	caregivers1.		
	
Medications	 are	 also	 used	 to	 treat	 the	 core	
symptoms	of	autism	and	can	help	some	autistic	
people	function	better7.	For	example,	medication	
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might	help	manage	high	energy	levels,	inability	to	focus,	depression,	or	seizures.	Medicines	
that	 are	 sometimes	 used	 to	 treat	 behaviors	 related	 to	 autism	 include	 selective	 serotonin	
reuptake	inhibitors	(SSRIs),	which	have	been	found	to	improve	mood,	alleviate	depression	and	
obsessive	compulsive	behaviours	that	typically	present	themselves	with	autism7.	These	drugs	
present	 some	 side	 effects	 including	 weight	 gain,	 insomnia	 and	 agitation7.	 Antipsychotic	
medicines	are	also	used	to	alleviate	behavioural	problems,	these	drugs	alter	the	chemicals	in	
the	brain,	and	have	side	effects	of	weight	gain,	sleepiness,	tremors/shakes7.		
	
However,	there	is	no	single	medication	that	cures	the	core	symptoms	of	autism,	which	means	
that	autistic	children	are	being	treated	for	conditions	often	associated	with	autism	instead	
such	as	anxiety,	hyperactivity	and	aggressionError!	Bookmark	not	defined..	A	study	released	
by	the	National	Institute	of	Mental	Health	showed	that	56%	of	children	and	teens	with	autism	
are	 taking	 one	 or	more	medications,	 with	many	 suffering	 from	 the	 side	 effects	 of	 these	
prescription	medicatonsError!	Bookmark	not	defined.	
	
It’s	 due	 to	 these	 side	 effects	 and	 reliance	on	multiple	medications,	 that’s	 resulting	 in	 the	
search	 for	 alternative	 treatments	 such	 as	 medical	 cannabis.	 Zelda	 Therapeutics	 is	 one	
company	that	is	looking	to	develop	medical	cannabis	formulations	targeted	at	autism.	
	
ZELDA	THERAPEUTICS	(ASX:	ZLD)	
	
Zelda	Therapeutics	(Zelda)	is	an	Australian	based	bio-
pharmaceutical	 company	 that	 has	 secured	 certain	
right	as	to	an	extensive	set	of	human	data	related	to	
medical	cannabis	based	formulations	and	treatment	
protocols.	This	human	data	has	been	generated	over	
several	years	by	a	California-based	group,	Aunt	Zelda,	
that	 has	 a	 very	 high	 profile	 within	 the	 USA	 and	 a	
growing	 international	 profile	 based	 upon	 its	 deep	
knowledge	 of	 the	 scientific	 rationale	 for	 certain	
cannabis-based	formulations	and	protocols	to	treat	a	
variety	of	medical	conditions.		
	
Zelda’s	involvement	with	Autism	
	
The	company	began	its	clinical	trial	programme	in	Chile	 last	year	and	as	of	April	2017,	the	
programme	expanded	to	include	autism.	Zelda	is	working	together	with	Chilean	non-profit	
patient	advocate	group,	Foundation	Daya,	to	leverage	their	clinical	experience	with	autism	
patients	which	has	already	demonstrated	solid	anecdotal	evidence	of	positive	quality	of	life	
outcomes	using	cannabinoids-based	therapy.		



	
Foundation	Daya	has	extensive	experience	over	a	number	
of	 years	 in	 using	 medical	 cannabis	 to	 treat	 patients	
diagnosed	with	autism.	Zelda	will	use	this	data	and	access	
to	patients	to	develop	robust	clinical	trials	and	conduct	its	
research	under	rigorous	and	controlled	clinical	conditions,	
using	medicinal	 cannabis	 formulations	 already	 known	 to	
have	a	positive	effect	on	sufferers	of	autism.	Furthermore,	
through	its	relationship	with	AusCann,	Zelda	will	leverage	
AusCann’s	Chilean	 joint-venture	DayaCann	to	supply	high	

quality	medical	cannabis	for	the	autism	trial.		

Subject	to	regulatory	approvals	being	obtained,	Zelda	expects	the	trial	will	commence	in	the	
second	half	of	2017,	with	trial	protocols	being	developed.	The	company	expects	the	trial	to	
be	conducted	over	a	period	of	6-9	months.		

Recently,	Zelda	announced	that	it	has	sponsored	an	observation	autism	trial	in	Chile,	which	
has	demonstrated	successful	results	for	treating	the	core	symptoms	of	autism	with	medical	
cannabis	extracts	that	Zelda	is	planning	on	taking	into	clinical	trials.	A	group	of	21	patents	
(median	age	of	9	years	10	months),	who	had	not	responded	will	to	conventional	medicines,	
were	treated	for	at	least	a	12-week	period	with	medicinal	cannabis	and	were	examined	by	
EEG,	 neuropsychological	 analysis	 as	 well	 as	 metabolism	 and	 genetic	 tests.	 Results	
demonstrated	 cannabis	 extracts	were	more	 effective	 than	 conventional	 autism	medicines	
with	71.4%	of	 cannabis	 treated	patients	 improving	 in	 at	 least	 one	 core	 symptom	are	 and	
66.7%	of	patients	treated	showing	significant	overall	improvement.		

WHAT’S	NEXT?	

The	exciting	results	from	the	observational	study,	will	assist	in	building	Zelda’s	clinical	autism	
trial,	from	which	successful	results	will	allow	Zelda	to	immediately	commence	the	product	
registration	process	to	sell	clinically	approved	products	in	the	Chilean	market.	This	provides	a	
clear	pathway	to	potential	revenue	generation	from	Chile	and	other	South	American	markets	
as	early	as	2018.		
	
To	follow	Zelda’s	progress	or	learn	more	–	visit	the	website:	www.zeldatherapeutics.com		
	
Follow	us	on	Social	Media:	
Facebook:	@ZeldaTherapeutics	|	Twitter:	@ZLDTherapeutics	|	Linkedin:	Zelda	Therapeutics	
	
	


