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Editorial
Hello, Goodbye
Hello. I’m Karen Stollznow,
Editor of The Skeptic.
“Where is Barry Williams?” I hear you ask as
Skepticism was obviously my destiny.
those conspiracy theories begin emerging. No, I discovered that the Headquarters were in nearby
there wasn’t a Machiavellian plot to kidnap Roseville, so I approached the organisation
and overthrow him. No, he wasn’t abducted by for work experience. By some sort of divine
aliens. No, he wasn’t converted to a cult, and he intervention, there was an investigation into
didn’t defect to the believers’ side to become a alternative medicine underway and an innocent,
psychic medium (although the pay would have unassuming subject was needed. Within days,
been better). He didn’t “cross over”,
I was an undercover skeptical
awaiting medium John Edward so
agent, investigating a naturopath,
he can communicate a message to us
a homeopath, an iridologist and an
from “the other side”.
aura reader (Alternative Consultations
After nearly 20 years as Editor
18/2).
of The Skeptic magazine, Mr Barry
I h ad b e come a s c ie nt i f ic
Williams has retired.
investigator of pseudoscience and the
As Barry says, accompanied by
paranormal.
a suitable guffaw, he was invited to
The rest is history, but also present.
edit a single issue, but he ended up
I’ve been a hands-on skeptic for well
editing a total of 75 issues. Sorry about
over a decade now, exploring a broad
that slight administrative oversight,
range of phenomena. I’ve investigated
Barry. These things happen.
beliefs, stories and incidents. I’ve
The Skeptic has been in print since
observed and participated in rituals,
1981, and under Barry’s guardianship,
ceremonies and practises.
I’ve
the publication has evolved from a
infiltrated a psychic company and
Barry Williams
thin newsletter to a magazine. Today,
been offered a job as a psychic, I’ve
Editor Emeritus
The Skeptic is one of the world’s
devised a religious artefact hoax,
premier skeptical magazines. In fact,
I’ve examined numerous hauntings,
it is one of the top three.
and road tested many alternative medicine
This issue marks a changing of the guard. therapies.
I’ve been de-toxified, neuroEditor has been succeeded by Editrix. Kaz has linguistically programmed, had my aura
taken over from Baz. But who am I? Allow me to massaged, my energy cleared, my chakras aligned,
introduce myself. There’s something inherently my guardian angels consulted, my deceased (and
self-indulgent about an Editorial anyway...
not-so-deceased) relatives contacted. I’ve had
Once upon a time I walked into Willoughby tarot, tea-leaf, voodoo and rune readings. I’ve
library in Sydney. On my way to my usual ghost had my mind, palms, eyes, toes, and aura read,
book section I came across a copy of The Skeptic. not to mention my past, present and future lives.
I was lured by the cover story, an investigation I’ve been jabbed, bled, blessed, cursed, exorcised,
into telephone psychics (Telephonies Exposed, hypnotised, and prayed over. I’ve been prescribed
16/2). I ended up reading the magazine from pills, herbs, oils, creams, diets, juices and tonics.
cover to cover. I was immediately attracted to I’ve been diagnosed and cured of illnesses I’ve
the application of critical thinking to the topics never had...
I enjoyed reading about, and I was particularly
I have a career outside of skepticism.
I
struck by the sense of humour that pervaded the recently completed a PhD in Linguistics at the
magazine. I suddenly had a skeptical epiphany. I University of New England. Since 2004 I lived in
realised then and there that I that wanted to become California, where I worked as an adjunct
involved in the movement, and that I was a skeptic... lecturer at San Francisco State University, and as
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a Researcher in the Department of Linguistics at
the University of California, Berkeley. I work
there still, remotely, and I write in my not-sospare time.
But I’ve always found time to be a skeptic.
I’ve been a member of the New South Wales
Committee of the Australian Skeptics for over
a decade. I’m a Director of the San Francisco Bay Area
Skeptics. I run the Skepbitch blog www.skepbitch.
wordpress.com and the Bad Language website
www.bad-language.com. I’m also a correspondent
of the Skeptic Zone podcast www.skepticzone.tv.
I write for other publications, including
Australasian Science and the Skeptical Inquirer. And
for the last few years I’ve been Associate Editor of
The Skeptic.
But the organisation still had to be sure that
I was the right person for the job. I suffered
a rigorous application process, a battery of tests.
Fortunately, the Myers Briggs assessment, Oxford
Capacity Analysis and the graphology analysis
reports said I was the right person for the job,
despite my lack of a beard. And I’ve steadfastly
refused to grow one, although I’ve just been told
to check the small print of my contract...
But enough about me, I’m interested in you.
Barry has always been fond of saying that
without our readers and contributors, there is no
magazine. I agree. The Skeptic is for the skeptics,
and by the skeptics. Our magazine embodies the
Australian Skeptics. So, thank you for supporting
our organisation, and our magazine.
In this skeptical Academy Awards, I also want
to thank consultants Eran Segev and Richard
Saunders for their expertise and invaluable
assistance in producing this issue. Thanks to Steve
Roberts for continuing his role as Contributing
Editor. Thanks to our state branches, and especially
the NSW Committee for helping me transition into
this new role. Finally, thanks to Barry, 75 times, for
75 issues of The Skeptic. Thank you, and goodbye.
Barry has provided me with big shoes to fill
(size 10, actually). It is my aim to continue The
Skeptic in a similar tradition; to produce a magazine
filled with skeptical news, articles, reports and
reviews, all tackled with the same humour,
insight and (non-paranormal) spirit that attracted
me, and you. I look forward to your company
throughout the evolution of our organisation, and
our magazine.

Publish, and Be Damned!
Skeptics are interested in a diverse
range of topics: science and
pseudoscience, urban myths and
legends, magic and the paranormal,
scams, hoaxes, creationism, cults,
beliefs, practices and many more.
The Skeptic welcomes contributions
that investigate, discuss and apply
critical thinking to these themes.
We invite you to submit articles,
reviews, reports and letters to the
Editor to: editor@skeptics.com.au

Submission Deadlines
May 1, 2009
August 1, 2009
November 1, 2009
February 1, 2010

These are exciting times for skepticism, for
The Skeptic, and to be a skeptic.
Karen Stollznow
editor@skeptics.com.au
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Around the Traps
After five years of psychics, alternative medicine and the Bible Belt
in the United States, I had a false sense of skeptical superiority
about Australia. Australians are natural skeptics, aren’t we? But I
returned home to the ever-ubiquitous paranormal and pseudoscience;
to homeopathy in pharmacies, psychics on television, mediums on the
radio, pet intuitives in newspapers, and the following news items...

Australia Misses the Bus
“There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy
your life,” urged slogans on some 800 buses in London.
This atheist campaign responded to a series of Christian
advertisements on London buses. These laissez-faire atheist
ads were in stark contrast to the hellfire and brimstone
Christian slogans warning that a rejection of God leads to
an eternity of “torment in hell”.
The campaign was entirely funded by donations,
including support from the British Humanist Association
and Professor Richard Dawkins.
Similar campaigns were launched by the American
Humanist Association. The message “Why believe in a god?
Just be good for goodness sake,” appeared in the New York
Times, the Washington Post and was splashed across buses
in Washington DC. The organisation previously advertised,
“Don’t believe in God? You are not alone” on highway
billboards in major cities. This is an important counteradvertisement to the plethora of religious billboards that
appear throughout the United States.

“Isn’t it enough to see
that a garden is beautiful
without having to believe
that there are fairies at
the bottom of it too?”
Douglas Adams

Atheists in Hobart attempted to launch a similar bus
campaign on a national level, with slogans such as “Sleep
in on Sunday mornings” and “Celebrate reason”. However,
Australia’s biggest outdoor advertising company, APN
Outdoor, rejected the proposal from the Atheist Foundation
of Australia. The refusal has been perceived as a denial of
free speech, and an act of discrimination, even by religious
spokespeople. The Foundation is taking the matter to the
Tasmanian Anti-Discrimination Board.
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National News

Turn On, Tune In, Nod Off
Australia missed the bus to advertise a Sunday sleep-in, but
unfortunately, we didn’t miss the Creation Bus. Creation
Ministries International sponsor this travelling band of
Creationists who have performed outreach to 100,000 people
over the past fifteen years. The Creation Bus drives nonsense
non-science to regional, rural and outback communities, the
areas that need education the most.
Missionary Peter Sparrow teaches Creationism and his
own distorted and misinformed view of evolutionary theory.
“Sadly, so many aboriginal folk have accepted the lie of
human evolution, still believing today the idea that they are
somehow less evolved or more primitive than the rest of the
population. I have seen tears resulting from the realization
that we really are all one race, descended from Adam and Eve,
and thus all related and all equally made in the image of God
our Creator.” These missionaries should know better; Peter is
a Science teacher with a degree in biology and his wife Cathy
is a nurse.
The Creation Bus is known as “Myrtle the Turtle”, and
boasts the number plate “DAYS 06”. The bus is painted in an
uncharacteristically psychedelic motif, “Each of the colours of
the stripes represents a day in the Creation week.”
White: day 1, light.
Blue: day 2, water and sky.
Green: day 3, plants.
Yellow: day 4, sun, moon and stars.
Brown: day 5, living creatures.
Red: day 6, man (‘one blood’).

Magical Ministry Tour
There’s yet another Creationist bus ministering anti-science
to remote regions. Creation Ministries International is also
sponsoring the Ark Van Ministry Tour. Rod “The Ark Man”
Walsh is a “long-time Noah’s Ark modeller and expert” who
is currently on tour to “share the gospel” and expound his
beliefs about the Biblical story of Noah’s Ark and the Flood.
This is a travelling exhibit of Ark models built “to
scale” that conform to “the general biblical principles most
creationists adhere to.” The Ark Van visits schools and
churches in rural Australia and overseas, as Walsh answers
audience questions such as, “How big was the Ark and how
did all the animals fit? Where did all the water come from?
Where did all the water go? And how could the world have
been populated in just 4,500 years since the Flood?”
Walsh’s mission is to “help people understand how real
the Ark was.” With a background in insurance he obviously
takes “Acts of God” too literally.

Pardon my Atheism
Reader Ian Carr writes:
“I could not help noticing that before the broadcast
(January 11, 2009) of a repeat of Richard Dawkins’
documentary “Root of all evil” someone saw fit to broadcast
an official disclaimer to the effect that the following program
represented the opinions of Dr Dawkins (and, by implication,
not those of the ABC).
I saw no such disclaimer when the ABC screened the BBC’s
fatuously evangelical “Son of God” series, nor any recent
program discussing strongly held views. Nor did I see the
disclaimer when the Dawkins program was first broadcast.”
An email to the ABC has elicited no further comment.

Kleptomaniac Cat
more Sane than Psychic
Some cats collect a trophy mouse or bird and proudly bring
it home to their horrified owners. Cisco, a six-year-old
Tonkinese cat, made the national headlines with his habit of
stealing neighbours’ possessions. According to Cisco’s owner,
Peter Hand, his pet pilfers clothes, gardening equipment,
children’s toys and even women’s panties around his home
in the Sydney suburb of Mosman. That’s not the strange part...

Australian Nigerian Scam
Nigerian scams don’t always originate in Nigeria. Sometimes
Nigerian scams are Australian. A Queensland man and
a woman operated a Nigerian scam which netted them more
than $4.3 million. The pair from the Sunshine Coast were
originally victims of the scam, and the scammed became
the scammers when they began recruiting others to become
involved. This particular scheme invited victims to take part
in a bogus contract supposedly connected to the Nigerian Oil
Industry. The pair have each been charged with two counts
of fraud.
Advance Fee Frauds have been in existence since the
1980s, harnessing new technologies over time, from letters to
faxes and emails. However, these scams are popularly known.
It’s a testament to the current economic hardship, and an
uncritical ‘get rich quick’ mentality that Nigerian Scams are
still operating successfully on a global scale.

Pet psychic Scott King was called on to explain the Cisco
cat’s behaviour to his owner, Peter Hand. “The cat is an animal
that teaches us to get in touch with our creative self. The
fact that Mr Hand’s cat is stealing possessions, particularly
underwear, is a sign that it’s time for him to start listening to
his dreams.”

“Psychic of the Year”
didn’t see this one coming...
John Stear, webmaster of No Answers in Genesis submitted
the following skeptical snippet:
“I have a clipping from The Australian’s “Strewth!”
column dated January 8, 2008 which refers to New South
Wales 2008 Psychic of the Year Simon Turnbull:
He [Turnbull] says a new form of clairvoyance, called
predictive remote viewing, is sweeping the ranks of local
psychics and he claims it has remarkable success. To prove
his point he gave us a glimpse of the future. ‘Despite the
latest results for Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton will win
the Democratic US presidential nomination – and, at one
stage during her campaign, she and Bill Clinton will go
swimming, and Bill will almost drown,’ he says.
One must wonder, in light of Simon’s remarkable
failure in the field of predictive remote viewing, if he has
relinquished his Psychic of the Year award.”
Turnbull’s successor for the 2009 Psychic of the
Year is Stacey Demarco, a self-proclaimed “witch”.
On the television show The One, Demarco featured
as the non-skeptical co-host to our very own skeptic,
Richard Saunders. In her new role, Demarco will
undoubtedly continue in the same tradition as her
predecessor.
It’s a pity that no “psychic” warned us of the impending
Victorian bush fires.
Karen Stollznow
Send your national skeptical news to:
editor@skeptics.com.au
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Beyond the Traps

International News

International Year of Astrology
That was a typo. 2009 is the International Year of Astronomy.
(What a dreadful new Editor we have – Ed.)
The website www.astronomy2009.org explains that
this is “a global effort initiated by the International
Astronomical Union (IAU) and UNESCO to help the
citizens of the world rediscover their place in the Universe
through the day- and night-time sky, and thereby engage
a personal sense of wonder and discovery.”
This global celebration marks the 400th anniversary of
the first use of an astronomical telescope by Galileo Galilei.
Some 140 countries will be hosting activities throughout
this year, so check out the website to find out about
astronomical events to be held near you.

Barry Williams James Randi Charles Darwin

Another Psychic
didn’t see this Coming...

200 Years Young
Speaking of science-related anniversaries, February
12th marked the 200th anniversary of Charles Darwin’s
birth. Moreover, November 24, 2009 marks the 150th
anniversary of the publication of Darwin’s seminal On the
Origin of Species. Events are underway for both dates, visit
www.darwinday.org.
Hopefully, you celebrated Darwin Day in fine style, and
will do so for the anniversary of Darwin’s seminal work.
Go have a party in honour of the book. Kiss a Creationist,
or light a candle (in the dark).
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Australian Psychic Simon Turnbull was in good company
when he failed to predict who would win the 2008 US
Democratic Presidential Nomination. With a 50/50 chance
of guessing correctly, The Berkeley Psychic Institute
also predicted that Hillary Clinton would represent the
Democrats.
Celebrating over 30 years, the Berkeley Psychic Institute
http://berkeleypsychic.org is “a psychic kindergarten
which teaches students how to recognize and develop
their own psychic abilities through classes in meditation,
healing, male & female energy and clairvoyance”. With
President Obama firmly instituted in the White House,
perhaps the psychics of Berkeley should go back to
(psychic) kindergarten.

Dancer “Cured” of Mystery
Illness by Mystery Treatment
Irish-American dancer Michael Flatley, of Riverdance and
Lord of the Dance fame, believes he was cured of a disease
he may not have had, by a treatment that may not work.
For the past two years he has suffered from an
unknown “virus” that rendered him unable to perform,

leading to the cancellation of his tours. Flatley claims that
conventional medicine failed to cure him, and then he had
a chance encounter with unconventional therapist Michael
O’Doherty. Flatley now claims to be completely healed of
his non-specific illness after ten sessions of “Plexus System”
treatments that “rebalance the life-force energy within and
around the body”.
The clinic’s website states vaguely (and incorrectly):
“Einstein concluded that everything is energy and beyond
energy is a Supreme Intelligence. Within the Plexus System,
we have begun to understand the powerful effectiveness of
this intelligent life force.”

Pope TV

Just like US President Barack Obama, Pope Benedict XVI
has launched his own show on YouTube, the station that
will never axe him. The Vatican Channel www.youtube.
com/vaticanit airs shows on Conversion, World Peace,
Holy Mass and various ecumenical matters.
The Holy Father recently gave thanks for networking
sites like YouTube and MySpace.
In episodes entitled, “Internet can promote the search
for truth”, “Networking”, and “Internet a new way to speak
to God”, Pope Benedict called these internet sites a “gift to
humanity.” A gift from God, presumably?
I’m sure we’ll soon be able to add the Pope as a friend on
Facebook . Just be sure not to “Poke” His Holiness.

A Cure for Everything
but a Lack of Critical Thinking
A recent survey of 32,000 Americans by the National Center
for Health Statistics (NCHS), suggests that 38% of adults
and 12% of youths aged 17 and under use some form of
Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM). This
study was undertaken in conjunction with the National
Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine.
The survey polled consumers on 10 provider-based
therapies, including acupuncture and homeopathy, and
26 home remedies, such as herbal supplements. The

survey found that CAM use was more prevalent among
women, and among adults aged 30 to 69 years. The NCHS
website states, “For adults, the most commonly-used CAM
therapies are herbal supplements, deep breathing exercises,
and meditation. For children, the most common are
herbal supplements, chiropractic care, and deep breathing
exercises.”

Meanwhile, a Crackdown
on CAM in the UK…sort of…
The UK recently established its first regulator for
alternative medicine. However, the Complementary and
Natural Healthcare Council (CNHC) is an internal body
that makes the industry self-regulating. Focusing on
massage, aromatherapy, reflexology and homeopathy, the
CNHC has vowed to create a register of professional and
certified businesses, and to drive out clinics that operate
unscrupulous and dangerous practices.
To join the register, therapists must demonstrate
that they have relevant training, minimum standards of
qualification and experience, that they abide by a code of
conduct, and have business insurance. Therapists who are
invited to join the register will have to pay £45 a year, and
can then advertise the regulatory logo. This will lend the
practice a sense of authority, and provide the consumer
a sense of assurance. But this authority and assurance is
in vain, as the regulator will not assess the efficacy of the
treatments.
There are over 150,000 complementary medicine
therapists practising in the UK. The CNHC estimates that
between half to two-thirds of existing practices will be
invited to join the register, a move that would eventually
force the closure of unregistered practitioners. If efficacy
was assessed, one wonders if they would all close.

Close Encounters of the Turbine Kind
A wind turbine in Lincolnshire, UK was damaged recently
and UFO enthusiasts are claiming this was caused by
a mystery aircraft. The turbine at Conisholme lost one 20m
(66ft) blade and another was badly damaged in the early
hours of a Sunday morning.
No one witnessed the damage occurring, but locals,
including the County Councillor, claimed to see round,
white lights hovering in the area. UFOlogists link this to
reports of strange activity in the area. The speculation is
further fuelled by a misinterpretation of the response from
Ecotricity www.ecotricity.co.uk, the company that owns
the site. A spokesperson commented that the damage
was “unique” and explained vaguely, “We are carrying
out investigations at the site and until those have been
concluded we don’t want to speculate what the cause is but
we can’t rule anything out.”
A later Ecotricity statement explained, “There are
a number of likely culprits - collision (UFO included),
lightning, material failure, design failure and maintenance
failure. The investigation is narrowing down the options,
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we are closer to an understanding of what happened but
we’re not there yet.
Sadly for the UFO enthusiasts we can still see no
evidence for collision. If an object collided with the turbine
you would expect some debris on the ground and some
‘exchange’ of materials on the blade surface. Investigation
of the ‘bent’ blade once it’s removed may shed some light
on this. It is more than likely, as many have suggested, that
the fallen blade hit and broke the second blade on the way
down.”

no surprise, the next Uri Geller.
Contestants Winfried & Angelique are a brother and
sister team claiming a paranormal (not magic) act. In
their routine, Angelique lies in a cardboard box while
Winifred proceeds to stick spears through it. They allege
that their “strong mental connection” prevents Winifred
from stabbing and injuring Angelique. This connection
failed during rehearsal before the show, when Winifred
accidentally wounded his sister with a spear and she was
rushed to the emergency room.

(Not the) Angel of Death

Spokesperson Dale Vince concludes that it’s “all good
fun. But seriously, UFOs are bottom of my probability
list.” Perhaps the turbine blades should be replaced with
Occam’s razor!

Witch Craze in Papua New Guinea
In rural Papua New Guinea a young woman was stripped
naked, bound and gagged, tied to a log and set on fire by a band
of villagers. She burnt to death in the blaze. Local authorities
believe she was suspected of being a witch.
Last year alone some 50 people died a similar death in this
Highlands district. As our Nigerian correspondent Leo Igwe
reveals, this belief and practice is also common in many parts
of Africa. The victims, known as sangumas, are often believed
to have magical powers. They are accused of practising
sorcery for breaking social taboos, or they become scapegoats
for misfortunes, natural disasters, or unexplained deaths,
frequently casualties of the AIDS epidemic. Disturbingly,
accusations of witchcraft are sometimes excuses, rather than
superstitious belief.
In this village vigilante form of ‘justice’ the locals refuse to
co-operate with the authorities, creating difficulty in locating
witnesses to apprehend the offenders. This latest killing has
prompted PNG’s Constitutional Review and Law Reform
Commission to draft new laws to curb the number of deaths
associated with witchcraft.

Reader Ray Smith sent me an article from Charlotte, North
Carolina. A mother believes that “an angel” saved her sick
daughter’s life, and that she has photographic proof. Her
fourteen-year-old daughter was hospitalised at Charlotte
Presbyterian Hospital for pneumonia, a collapsed lung
and other infections; and the girl’s breathing was aided by
a ventilator. At that point it was believed that she would not
recover, and then hospital staff noticed a strange, bright light
on the CCTV monitor that appeared outside the patient’s
room. The shape of the light was interpreted as an “angel”.
This occurrence coincided with a noticeable improvement
in the status of the young girl. Happily, she recovered and
returned home within two weeks. Unhappily, her family
link the bright light with her recovery.
The girl’s mother captured a photograph of this “angel”,
and denies that she edited the image. I have no doubt that
the image is unedited, but no doubt either that the ‘proof’
is pareidolia. Instead of the miracle of medicine, the family
credit prayer, and God.
Reader Jason Hameister explains this apparent angel
of life, “The image we are seeing is nothing other than
sunlight that has just begun to flare the peak white levels.
Most cameras used for this purpose are a standard type
of security camera. They have a very poor and limited iris
capability. The quality of the optics are fairly average and

A Bad Connection
The Skeptic contributor and Skeptic Zone Podcast reporter
Kylie Sturgess brings news from the Netherlands. De
Nieuwe Uri Geller is a television show in which contestants
claim paranormal abilities and compete to be discovered as,
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Is this an Angel I see before me?

all of this means that things like white flaring is common in
these cameras. They are set up to be at an optimal iris level
so that the area that needs to be viewed is not flaring, they
do not have an auto iris, as this would mean that a sun flare
like this would make your important viewing field plunge
into darkness and thus reduced its efficiency as a security
camera. Anything that has more luminance than the set
viewing field will begin to create white flaring, or “angels”.
I could easily replicate this with almost any video camera!”

From Kleptomaniac Cats to Scapegoats
Our African Correspondent Leo Igwe reveals that in
Kwara, Nigeria, a goat is in custody on suspicion of
attempted armed robbery.
Originally in its human form and with an accomplice,
the unnamed goat attempted to steal a Mazda 323. When
the individual was apprehended by a local vigilante
group, he transformed into a goat to escape arrest. Not to
be fooled, the police arrested the goat who was identified
by its white body and black stripes across its face.
Leo explains that “Nigerians believe there are
charms which can turn a person into anything, including
goats, birds and cats.” Kwara state police spokesperson
Tunde Mohammed commented, “We cannot base our
information on something mystical. It is something that
has to be proved scientifically, that a human being turned
into a goat.”
The shape-shifter will not be released until an
investigation has been held into the matter, and the goat
may stand trial for the crime.

Sangh (RSS), an Hindu nationalist group.
Rarely is a drink refreshing, patriotic, holy and healthy.
Cow urine has long been a popular Ayurvedic medicine
and cure-all. As www.cowurine.com states, cow urine
therapy is effective for: “Cancer, AIDS, Asthma, Diabetes,
Psoriasis, Eczema, Heart Diseases, Hypertension, Piles,
Prostate, Liver, Kidney, Female Diseases, Hepatitis, Acidity,
Fits, Ulcer, Spleen, Ear, Sexual Disorders, Nose, Eye, Cough
and Cold, Migraine, Headache, Gout, Spondylitis, Sciatica
and other diseases.”
All this and it tastes great too! “Don’t worry, it won’t
smell like urine and will be tasty,” said a spokesperson
from the Cow Protection Department of the RSS. It was
added that the drink would be devoid of any toxins, except
those eliminated by the cows.
In a meshing of cultures, one reader pointed out that
cow juice is an appropriate beverage for the Year of the Ox.

Bottoms Up!
Of course, cows are sacred in the Hindu religion;
slaughtering cows and eating beef are forbidden. However,
drinking cow urine is not so taboo.
Gau jal, or “cow water” is a new drink currently under
development in India, by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak

Karen Stollznow
Send your international skeptical news to:
editor@skeptics.com.au
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Debunking Detox Diets
Dr Rachie Reports
Dr Rachael Dunlop has a PhD from Sydney University Medical School and works in heart
disease research. She is a member of the New South Wales committee of Australian Skeptics.
‘Dr Rachie Reports with Dr Rachael Dunlop’ can be heard on The Skeptic Zone Podcast.
rachael@skepticzone.tv

New Year’s Resolutions
At the beginning of every year, many of us dwell on the
excesses of the “silly season” and resolve to hit the gym,
improve our diet and perhaps even consider embarking on
a detox programme. But what exactly is “detox”, and is it
really effective?
In this first instalment of my new regular column,
Dr Rachie Reports I delve into the world of detox to look at
the science (or lack thereof) behind
this multi-billion dollar industry.

system”; “work like an intestinal broom”; “flush away
potentially harmful toxins from your system”; give your
body a “spring clean”; “improve your general health and
well-being”, and “leave you feeling revitalised”.

Does alternative detox work?

The short answer is “no”. In 2005, Australia’s consumer
watchdog Choice conducted a study of seven detox kits and
reported that “Detox supplements
provide little or no known benefit
over a healthy diet. A week or two
In
2005,
Australians
spent
an
What is detox?
on a detox program won’t absolve
estimated 4.13 billion dollars you from a year of unhealthy eating,
Detox is defined as “the removal
of toxic substances or qualities”.
smoking or drinking too much
on complementary and
In medicine, conventional detox
alcohol. We suggest you save your
alternative medicines (CAM), money”.3
has an established place and refers
to weaning addicts off drugs or
whilst approximately 69%
Furthermore, a 2009 report from
alcohol, or eliminating poisons that
The Voice of Young Science Network
of us reported using CAM
have been ingested or injected.2
(VoYS) and published by “Sense
However, in alternative medicine
products
or
visiting
a
CAM
about Science” in the UK, reviewed
the word “detox” has been hijacked
fifteen products, from bottled detoxto help the sales of a grab-bag
practitioner. Meanwhile,
water to face scrub and concluded
of pills, powders, supplements,
the use of CAM continues to
that “...at worst, some detox diets
kits, diets, magic water and
other drinks, colonic irrigation,
could have dangerous consequences
increase across the Western
chelation therapy and even
and, at best, they (are) a waste of
world including in the
shampoos and body brushes.
money”.4
This opinion is echoed by the
United States, the United
Why detox?
UK’s Dr Ben Goldacre, author of
Kingdom and Canada.1
Bad Science and of a column for the
Unorthodox “detox” products refer
Guardian by the same name.5 When
to the large number of toxins, such
asked if we ever need to detoxify,
as cigarette smoke, exhaust fumes,
pesticides, caffeine, alcohol and medicinal drugs, which we Dr Goldacre’s response was an emphatic “No”. He explains,
are exposed to in the modern world. The manufacturers “...it is a purification ritual, it’s symbolic. The idea that you
claim that these can “accumulate” in our bodies and that can fix things in just a month of healthy eating...is...dangerous
this places additional burden on our “natural detoxification because it means that people will imagine they are doing
mechanisms”. This “toxic overload” is attributed to a host something quite useful for their lives when actually they’re
of illnesses and vague symptoms, including constipation, not.”
The book Trick or Treatment was less kind, simply stating,
bloating, flatulence, poor digestion, heartburn, diarrhoea,
“the only substance that is being removed from a patient is
lack of energy and fatigue, amongst others.
Some of the claims made by detox products include usually money”.2
Let’s take a close look at some of the more dubious detox
the ability to: “stimulate your body’s natural detoxifying
functions”; “improve the functioning of your digestive products currently on the market.
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Detox foot pads and baths
Detox foot pads are like nappies or diapers for your feet.
A pouch reminiscent of an oversized tea bag, containing a
mixture of dried ingredients, is secured to the soles of your
feet and usually worn overnight. When you wake up in the
morning and peel off the pads, they will appear brown and
sticky. Manufacturers will tell you the
sticky
t e brown
bo
st cky stuff
stu
are the “toxins” which seeped
d out
of your feet whilst you slept. Iff it
sounds too good to be true that
at
you can detox in your sleep,
that’s because it is.
Firstly, the human body
is well equipped with organs
whose primary role is to
eliminate the body’s waste
products; these include the
liver, the kidney and the skin;
not the feet.
But what about the brown
sticky stuff which manufacturerss
claim are “toxins”? This can
an
be explained by the ingredients
nts
in the pads. Foot pads contain,
ntain,
amongst other substances, wood
od sap
or tree vinegar as well as hydrolysed
rolysed
carbohydrate or starch. Wood vinegar,
negar, as
it is also known, is a by-productt of wood
combustion and is highly hygroscopic,
ygroscopic,
meaning it attracts and absorbss moisture
readily, upon which it turns brown (a
little like silica beads which you
u find in dry
packed foods to absorb moisture).
e). The sticky
feeling described on the packaging
ging is none
other than the hydrolysed carbohydrate
hydrate (also
known as sugar) which becomes sticky when
wet from perspiration. Upon
n enquiring
about the reason for the foot pads turning
brown and sticky, a recent investigation
reported this response from customer
tomer service;
“Yes, the footpads turning brown
wn is due to the
ingredients getting wet”.4
Detox foot baths purport to do the same thing as
pads, but this time, you immerse your feet in a mini spa
and leave them until the water turns brown. But is the
water turning brown a result of the release of toxins, or
for some other reason? Foot baths consist of three critical
ingredients; the water, exotic sounding ‘well-being salts’
(e.g., Himalayan sea salt (sic)), and some kind of power
source with an immersible electrode. Now if you remember
back to high school chemistry, you might recall the concept
of electrolysis, the simple process whereby an electrode
decays under the influence of ion exchange brought about
by an electric current. This explains the brown colour in
the water. Some clients may also report the acrid smell of
chlorine during a foot detox, and practitioners explain this

is the odour of liberated toxins or excess chlorine which has
has built up in your system over many years.5 Wrong again;
what you smell is simply chlorine gas being liberated from
the chloride ion enriched water bath.

Colonic irrigation
This procedure is also known as an enema, colon
hydrotherapy or colonics, and is marketed as a “deep,
cleansing method designed to remove
whole-system cleansin
and cleanse our body’s
toxins from the intestine
in
elimination system”. The treatment is
sometimes administered with coffee,
which has been made popular by
celebrities,
or with various herbs.
celebr
Based
Base on the popular misconception
that toxins build up over time
tha
in our bodies, this treatment is
supposed
to be effective against
su
gastrointestinal
disorders,
ga
migraine,
obesity,
allergies,
m
bloating,
cramping pains, acne
b
and
other skin complaints,
a
arthritis
and many other chronic
a
conditions
including chronic
c
fatigue
syndrome. Treatment
fa
involves insertion of a narrow tube
inv
via the rectum and flushing with
considerable amounts of fluids.
co
The fluid is sometimes flushed
Th
out through a “viewing tube” so
ou
the client may observe the contents
of their bowels, or in marketing
jargon, “observe the toxins being
jarg
removed”.
rem
There is no scientific evidence
T
that colonic irrigation has any
benefit. As previously stated, our
bene
bodies are perfectly equipped to
bodie
eliminate
unwanted
substances
elimi
through various exquisitely designed
throug
physiological processes. In fact, there
physiolo
have been reports of colonic irrigation
through perforation of the bowel,
causing harm th
or depleting the body of electrolytes. I can’t understand
why anyone would voluntarily place a tube up their bottom
and want to examine the resulting deposits. It’s a waste
of money, and a hazard to your health.2

Is detox safe?
So far I have described a variety of detox products, none of
which have any efficacy as demonstrated by science. Let’s
face it, many of them are simply bizarre, making it even
harder to comprehend why people are willing to part with
their hard-earned cash for such nonsense. If, as I have told
you, detox products do nothing, then there is no harm in
them, right? Not necessarily.
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Many detox kits or detox diets involve several facets,
such as pills, drinks and exfoliants, and may even include a
booklet advising about exercise and increasing fluid intake.
Several of them recommend increasing the amount of water
you consume, under the false pretense that this will assist
your liver with detox and flush your system. But this in
itself can be dangerous.
In July 2008, an English court awarded a woman
₤800,000 after she suffered permanent brain damage whilst
on a detox diet.6 Dawn Page began vomiting uncontrollably
after commencing “The Amazing Hydration Diet” in 2001,
and later suffered a seizure which damaged her memory,
speech and concentration. She was diagnosed with
hyponatraemia, a condition involving dangerously low salt
concentrations induced by excessive water consumption.
Hyponatraemia, or water intoxication, occurs when a
person drinks too much water, diluting salts and electrolytes
in the blood which can then essentially “flood” cells and
tissues. In extreme cases, this causes organs such as the
brain to swell up, preventing it from functioning properly,
and subsequently putting the drinker in serious danger.
In an article from the BBC entitled “the dangers of too
much detox”7, Professor Graham McGregor of St George’s
University, London said, “In normal circumstances, people
should drink when their body tells them to - when they get
thirsty. Anything else is completely unnecessary, and will
just leave you standing in the queue for the toilet. Detox
diets are a complete con in that respect.”

Should we detox?
Not only does alternative detox have no benefits, it can
be dangerous. The bottom line is there is no scientific
evidence that a detox regimen increases the elimination of
“toxins”. As Trick or Treatment reminds us: “Detox, as an
alternative medicine is based on ill-conceived ideas about
human physiology, metabolism and toxicology. There is no
evidence that it does any good and some treatments such as
colonic irrigation can be harmful.”
When you overindulge, the best thing you can do is eat
fresh fruit and vegetables, get some sleep, drink a glass of
water and stay off the alcohol and cigarettes - aside from
not overindulging in the first place.
Just like most things in life, there is no quick fix.

1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Xue CC, Zhang AL, Lin V, Da Costa C, Story DF.
Complementary and alternative medicine use in Australia:
a national population-based survey. Journal of Alternative and
Complementary Medicine. 2007 Jul-Aug;13(6):643-50.
Simon Singh and Edzard Ernst, Trick or Treatment: Alternative
Medicine on Trial. 2008, Bantam Press, London, UK.
http://tinyurl.com/c77gjf last accessed January 15, 2009.
http://tinyurl.com/cnflgl last accessed January 15, 2009.
Ben Goldacre, Bad Science 2008, Fourth Estate, London, UK.
http://tinyurl.com/chayy3 last accessed January 15, 2009
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/7521137.stm last accessed
January 15, 2009.
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An Open Letter to...
The Pharmacists of Australia
Australians trust Pharmacies and Chemists’ shops. As pharmacists, you play an important role in the health of the
Australian public by functioning as a conduit between doctors and prescription or pharmacy drugs. You also have a
respected role as a first resource for medical and health advice for many people in our community. We are all familiar
with the slogan “Ask your Pharmacist”.
It therefore raises concern that in some cases, your reputation has come into question.
A growing number of alternative products are appearing in pharmacies, for which there is little or no scientific evidence of
efficacy. Examples include homeopathic preparations, magnetic pain relief devices, detox programs, selected weight loss
programmes, and ear candles. Such products commonly appear in the “Natural Medicine” section of pharmacies or are
even juxtaposed alongside science-based medicine.
Ear candles are of particular concern, since they have been demonstrated to be more harmful than beneficial. There have
been reports of serious injuries from ear candles including temporary loss of hearing, cases of burns, blocked ear canals
from dripping wax, and punctured ear drums.1 In fact, these devices are deemed so dangerous
they have been banned from use and import into Canada by Health Canada.2 The evidence
for their danger is such that first professor of alternative and complementary medicine
cine
at Exeter University, Edzard Ernst, called for them to be banned.3 Despite this, they
y
are found on the shelves of many pharmacies in Australia.

“Ear candling is one of those CAM modalities that clearly
does more harm than good… its mechanism of action is first
implausible and second, demonstrably wrong... in my view,
therefore, it should be banned.”3
Coupled with these products and devices is the growing trend of socalled “practitioners” with little or no scientific training being brought in as
“consultants” including iridologists, homeopaths, dieticians and naturopaths.
Iridology is an example of a discredited system of diagnosing dysfunction of internal
nal
organs via the markings on the iris. Despite there being no scientific validity to this
claim, some pharmacies promote the fact that customers can get “readings” in their stores.
Your customers rely on you and anyone in a professional capacity in your store to provide sound medical advice and
products. We fear that in some cases they are receiving what amounts to little more than magical sugar pills and spurious
health advice.
Whilst we understand that pharmacies are essentially a business and as such, need to make a profit, we feel it is the
responsibility of pharmacists, as respected members of the community, to responsibly serve the health needs of their
customer. We implore pharmacists to reconsider the sale of pseudo-scientific devices and potions, in an effort to return the
pharmacy to a place of sound health and medical advice, supported by scientific and clinical evidence.
Australian Skeptics Inc.
www.skeptics.com.au
1.
2.
3.

Seely DR, Quigley SM, Langman AW. Ear candles – efficacy and safety. Laryngoscope. 1996; 106(10): 1226-9.
http://tinyurl.com/87wxcl. last accessed February 24, 2009.
Ernst, E. Ear candles: a triumph of ignorance over science. The Journal of Laryngology and Otology. 2004; 118: 1-2.
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The Remote Viewer
Benjamin Radford is a scientific paranormal investigator with the Committee for Skeptical
Inquiry (CSI) and Managing Editor of The Skeptical Inquirer. He is author of several books
including Lake Monster Mysteries: Investigating the World’s Most Elusive Creatures. He
is also a board game creator (www.PlayingGods.com), a filmmaker, and a peg collector.
bradford@centerforinquiry.net
After publishing a column about psychics in December
2007, I got an e-mail from a man who claimed to have
ESP abilities. Lee B. claimed to be a “remote viewer” and
wrote, “The problem with your article is that you group
psychics with anyone who claims to be psychic. I can
describe hidden objects or photos better than you (keeping
it simple so it’s verifiable). Every time. Find an impartial
party that can judge
(and we both agree on)
and $100 per round
and you and I will
play until you believe
or go broke. Want an
accurate prediction? I
predict you won’t take
me up on this.” Lee’s “accurate prediction” turned out to
be wrong, as I accepted his challenge, and it was not his last
inaccurate prediction.
Remote viewing is another name for mental telepathy
or clairvoyance. The remote viewer claims to be able
to perceive objects, people and places from afar, in real
time. This claim has been tested scientifically. From the
1970s through the mid-1990s, there was a fringe science
government project designed to explore the possibility of
remote viewing. During the Cold War, rumors leaked from
behind the Iron Curtain that the Russians were developing

an army of super-psychic spies. Nervous U.S. military brass
wanted to know if this was true. If so, were we winning the
Arms Race but losing the Psychic Race?
Project Stargate was born, a plan to test “remote
viewers” and their claims to gather military intelligence
supernaturally. The research was undertaken for about
two decades, with little apparent success. Finally, the CIA
took over the program
and asked scientists
(including CSI Fellow
Ray Hyman) to review
the
results.
They
concluded that the
psychics did no better
than chance, and that
the data indicated that psychic information was neither
validated nor useful. Project Stargate was soon shut down.
Still, many people remain convinced that not only is remote
viewing valid, but that the U.S. Government is still secretly
using remote viewers for the purposes of national defense.
I replied to Lee, asking him to explain in detail what
exactly he could do, and under what conditions. Lee
replied, “Testing me is easy. Set something out on your
kitchen table for me to look at, mark it some way with an
8 digit number via tape or tag. I’ll check it out when I get a
chance and let you know what I see. If you’d like to try this,

“Want an accurate prediction?

I predict you won’t take me up on this.”

Figure 1
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Figure 2
let me know when the object is in place.”
It seemed fair enough. I was familiar with the ways
that he might try to weasel out of a wrong prediction, but
I was willing to give it a shot. If he could really do what
he claimed, that would indeed impress me, and perhaps
warrant further investigation. Could this man be the one to
take home James Randi’s million dollar prize?
I searched my house for a good test object. I didn’t want
to make it too easy to guess what it might be. Although in
theory I could have chosen nearly any object in the world, by
specifying the place (home kitchen table), Lee had already
greatly reduced the pool of likely target objects I might
choose to use. It would have to be small enough to fit on
a kitchen table, thus ruling out things such as a sofa or
exercise machine. Instead, it would likely be something
I could easily handle, and that would leave space on my
kitchen table for its use as a table during the experiment.
Whatever I chose would not be anything that would damage
my kitchen table or harm me or others (such as a pool of
acid), and it would not be something terribly exotic (such
as a container of plutonium). Whatever was to sit on my
kitchen table for a few days or a week would also probably
not be something disgusting (like a bloody dog carcass) or
perishable (such as a gallon of ice cream), and so on. It was,
therefore, very likely to be an ordinary household object.
This reduces the pool of likely targets from potentially
millions of possible objects to perhaps a hundred or so likely
ones. (Check this yourself by cataloguing all the things in
your home, from books to appliances to dishes, etc.)
I don’t think Lee was purposely guiding the target
selection in this way; he probably didn’t realize how much
his (quite reasonable) parameters narrowed the likely
field—perhaps unduly impressing him with the accuracy
of his tests. This is where a good grasp of probability and
statistics comes in handy. Even with the greatly narrowed
target pool, I decided I could make a fair test of it. After all,

if Lee correctly uniquely and correctly identified the target,
the one-in-a hundred chance would still be impressive.
I was game.
I chose an object and replied to him. “Is it really that
simple? I have placed an object on my kitchen table, and
attached to it is a piece of tape with the following 8 digits
written on it: 21389512. I’ll leave it on the table until Sunday,
and take a digital photo of it and send it to you when you
tell me what it is. How’s that sound? I’m happy to think
about the object, if that will help...”
Lee replied, “You don’t need to, I’m going to look at it
right where it is. I’ll do it as soon as I can.” I wrote back,
“No problem, take as long as you like. I already took the
photo of the object, in fact it’s on my computer desktop, the
file name says RVtarget.jpg. I guess you can’t really remote
view an electronic image (“I see ones and zeroes!”), but in
case it helps...”
A few days later Lee wrote back, “Remember, remote
viewing is more like a sport than anything else. Think of it
as playing golf. We don’t always hit a hole in one but we
try to get close!” He directed me to a Web site where he
had written out the information he had viewed remotely:
www.dojopsi.com/tkr/goview cfm?ID=136193&P=PE73QM2B7D.
He wrote, “Recurring elements of wood, grass, earth, water
and rock. Primarily wood; visuals look like deer antlers
or tree branches and porcupine quills, deer; pin cushion;
porcupine quills; wood slats; forest; lush green field; straw;
coffee cup; empty bucket; something round, but in a cluster
of at least two or more; this is likely an ornamental tree or
plant in a clay pot.”
In his e-mail he wrote, “Beginning to see more water in
the target. Also, something corkscrews around as it goes
up. Sort of like one of those old barber shop displays or
a candy cane.” He also
included sketches of what
he saw (see Figure 1).
I looked them over and
replied, “You have a lot of
responses here, the most
specific one is ‘likely an
ornamental tree or plant in
a clay pot.’ Do you want to
go with that? Obviously the
more guesses/attempts you
put out, the more likely it is
that one or more will match,
so to be fair I think you
should narrow it down to
one or two images you feel
Figure 3
strongest about.”
Lee wrote back, “Well,
I’m going to go with an
extra small Christmas tree due to recurring images of quills
and nettles, combined with a spiraling image which could
be maybe garland or ribbon along with spherical objects
which may be ornaments and water dripping. If you will
allow me two, my second choice would be holly plant.”
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I found one more object (Figure 4), and e-mailed him
The fact that all this happened a few weeks before
Christmas was interesting, and likely influenced his as soon as it was ready. “Okay, let’s give it one more shot!
expectations about what might be on my kitchen table. Here’s the number: 63071086. It’s ready now!”
A few days later Lee sent me another URL with
I replied to him, attaching a photo of the target (see Figure
2). “Okay, well, it’s actually a small sculpture I made from his information (http://tinyurl.com/clndr4): “round
a piece of coral I found in Roatan, Honduras, glued to a disc; satin silver; compact disc; wristwatch; bottle cap;
wooden base. I have attached a photo of it. It doesn’t really looking through a glass door; likely a satin stainless steel
have much in common with an extra small Christmas tree, wristwatch.”
I looked over the list and responded to Lee. He had
or a holly plant... Of course no one is 100%. Do you want to
used many descriptors and guessed many possibilities,
try again?”
“Yeah, I’ll try again. That one was hard, Ben. We don’t and I couldn’t just pick a random one and accept it as his
usually actually name our targets, just describe them. But answer. I needed him to give me his best guess, or two. “Hi
I am for giving an actual prediction if it makes it more Lee. Okay, hmm. So, if you had two guesses, what would
they be?”
interesting. Let me know when you’re ready.”
Later that day I received Lee’s response: “Ben, I’m not
“Well, as long as the descriptions are specific enough,
(and there aren’t too many of them, so that yes, a few are sure. I don’t have time right now to do it properly. Let’s
right, but the other 25 are wrong) I guess that’s okay. I have skip ahead to the point I was going to get at: We are all
selected a different target. Do you want a different set of psychic. That means you, Ben. I spent very little time on
your targets, if you can’t see the correlations, then you are
numbers, or the same number?”
“Different numbers...” I chose different numbers and trying not to see. I’m trying to open your eyes, my friend.
a second object, a small home fire extinguisher (see Figure I don’t really care if you think I have psi, I’m trying to help
3). “Okay, the target object is now out. The new number is you see. I felt like by asking me to actually name the objects,
you were building a case against it.”
12065503. I’ll get a photo shortly.”
I replied with a short note, explaining that I wasn’t
A few days later I heard from Lee again. “Ben, I’m going
to ditch my original session for this one, in which the object trying to disprove his abilities, but to simply finish the test
was shaped like a brick. I looked at it this morning and it under the conditions to which we’d both agreed. Instead of
looks more like a tube to me. Six to eight inches long and admitting that he was completely wrong, he suggested that
I was being biased or obstinate if I didn’t agree that a watch,
roughly two inches in diameter, situated on its side.”
That was too general, so I responded, “Okay. Any colors a CD, a bottle cap, or a glass door were close in description to
or other details? You want to make two guesses at what it a wooden clothespin. It was clear he was feeling defensive,
and I didn’t want to hurt his feelings by pressing the
is?”
issue. The point of the
“I think it’s reddish
experiment was not
brown and made of
to attack or challenge
glass. One end looks
him, but instead to see
as though it has a
what he could do.
spout or a cap on it. If
He replied, “The
I were to guess, I’d say
end result is not
a glass bottle.”
about me having psi.
I replied, “Hi Lee.
I already know I do
Well, I really can’t give
and I know you do
you this one… you’re
too. I’d like to inspire
right, it is generally a
you to use your psi,
tube shape, and does
Ben. It would be a
have a spout or cap
piece of cake for a guy
(though almost every
with your intelligence.
tube-shaped
thing
It bugs me when
I can think of has a
someone
such
as
spout or cap on it),
yourself
doesn’t
know
but it’s not reddish
Figure 4
what he can do. It’s
brown, not made of
glass (in fact there’s no glass on it), is well over eight inches right at your fingertips. I confess, I am out of practice right
long, is well over two inches in diameter, and is standing now, work is busy and the holidays are here. But remember,
upright instead of laying down. The overall tube shape is I said it is more of a skill than a power. Best holiday wishes
a hit, but a lot of things are tube shaped: pens, water glasses, to you as well Ben, I’d like to keep in touch.” With that,
toothpaste tubes, cans of soda, flashlights, batteries, etc. the remote viewer and I parted ways to attend to our own
holiday headaches, and our little experiment ended.
How about we try one more?”
Lee’s remote viewing information was typical of
“Sure, we can try as many as you like, I need the practice!”
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failed
psychic
claimants,
consisting
of
many
different guesses, later retrofitted to see how the
information could be interpreted to fit the revealed
target. Lee, who began our correspondence by claiming he
could remote view with accuracy “every time,” lost interest
in the testing when it was clear he wasn’t succeeding.
Instead of giving me his best remote viewing information
about the third and final
test, he changed the
subject from testing his
abilities to telling me that
I should develop my own.
I am convinced that
Lee, like most psychics
I have met, is a sincere,
honest
person
who
genuinely believes he has
the powers he claims. The
fact that he failed three
times in a row didn’t seem
to shake his belief in his powers. Instead he found excuses:
he was tired, out of practice, and distracted by the holidays.
And all that may be true, but if we repeated the experiment
at another time with the same results, he almost certainly
would have found another set of similar excuses.
Lee practiced his remote viewing powers at a Web
site called Dojo Psi, “a private club for Mental Martial
Artists for discipline, exploration, education, and pursuit
of remote viewing world applications.” As he stated, he
was not used to actually identifying targets in his tests, but
merely describing them. This provides an interesting clue
into why he had such confidence in his abilities.
The problem is of course that identifications are by
definition specific, whereas descriptions are by definition
general. A given description, even one that appears

very specific, might fit a wide variety of objects, greatly
increasing the “success rate” while not truly demonstrating
remote viewing ability. For example, if Lee described
a target as something small with square corners and writing
and/or colors on it, that could apply equally well to a
deck of cards, a pack of cigarettes, a stack of CDs, a book,
a business card, a magazine, a dollar bill, a receipt, a drink
coaster, a mouse pad, a pocket
calculator, or dozens of other
things. If any of those had been
chosen as the target, Lee would
likely be very impressed with
the accuracy of his remotely
viewed information. When you
combine this generalization
effect with the limited pool of
likely candidates for a target
(i.e., not a sofa or a dead dog,
as described earlier), the
occasional correct guesses are
not so remarkable. Lee, and Dojo Psi, are simply unfamiliar
with good scientific controls that are required to test
phenomena such as remote viewing.
This was not some trap devised by me to disprove
his powers; we had agreed to the testing protocols under
conditions he himself set up. We treated each other fairly
and with respect. Though I purposely avoided choosing
target objects that might be very common (such as
a miniature Christmas tree or a glass bottle), I did not try to
trick Lee or change the target at the last minute. Everything
was conducted on a firm but friendly and cooperative note.
Perhaps Lee was right. Maybe I do have psychic powers,
and I could remote view if I wanted to. I’m willing to give
it a try, as long as the standard for success is raised high
enough that a success is meaningful.

“The fact that he failed three

times in a row didn’t seem to

shake his belief in his powers.”

Richard Saunders &
Dr Rachael Dunlop are...

THE MYSTERY
INVESTIGATORS
Bringing critical thinking
to schools since 2003.
For information and bookings visit

www.mysteryinvestigators.com
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Inside the JREF HQ
A visit to the Headquarters of the
James Randi Educational Foundation
Karen Stollznow
editor@skeptics.com.au
Just outside of downtown Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, some 20
minutes north of Miami, is a little white house with a sign
out the front that says: James Randi Educational Foundation, an
organisation that promotes critical thinking about paranormal
claims. This is the lifelong mission of magician James “The
Amazing” Randi, and this house is where all the magic
happens.
I was greeted at the door by Randi’s assistant, Sean
McCabe. Sean led me into the Isaac Asimov library, an
impressive collection of over 2,000 titles. “Feel free to look
around,” Sean said. “We have the world’s largest collection of
books about phrenology!” So, I began rifling through texts on
everything from Ouija boards to reincarnation.
This is not so much a library of skepticism as a collection of
paranormal books; these are the topics we’re skeptical about.
But there were a few staples of skepticism, including titles by
Richard Dawkins, Michael Shermer, Joe Nickell, Carl Sagan,
and Randi. Then the man himself appeared.
He found me flicking through a Scientology manual, a
thick red tome, but only one of twenty volumes. “You’re not
reading the book!” Randi boomed in mock anger. “Yes I am!

I’m speed reading,” I quipped.
This is a Smithsonian for skepticism. Randi and Sean
provided me with a personal tour of the offices, which are a
veritable museum of paranormal memorabilia. “Skeptics and
believers send in all kinds of weird stuff,” Sean said, as he
showed me some bizarre gadgets, including an E-Meter (as
used by Scientology), an ESP board game, Nunchucks “for
chucking Nuns”, bent spoons of all kinds; dessert, soup and
tea, and even a bent fork. There was even a set of electronic
divining rods, which Randi demonstrated. “You’ve found
water!” I exclaimed. “Yes, the kitchen is next door,” he said,
“and the beaches are that way,” he pointed towards the ocean.
My favourite curio was a box that contained the original
slides of the Cottingley Fairies. These are images of winged
fairies discovered by English schoolgirls Elise Wright and
Frances Griffiths in 1917. This was simply a naughty schoolgirl
prank. Nevertheless, the hoax fooled photographic ‘experts’
and Sherlock Holmes author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who
endorsed the authenticity of the photos. They were very
authentic photos... of fairy drawings!
Randi retold the story of his exposure of Peter Popoff.
This evangelist was revealed to use “hot reading” techniques
to gather information about his audience members, before
‘healing’ them for donations. But his messages from God were
actually from his wife, and the donations to his ministry were
for him. Randi exposed Popoff on The Tonight Show with
Johnny Carson. The exposé made little long-term difference,
and Popoff popped up again and again. “‘Didn’t we expose
him?’ Johnny would ask me. I’m pleased he’s not alive today

A welcome sign for any skeptic
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to know that Popoff makes more than ever.”
Randi also retold the story of his investigation
of James Hydrick for television. Hydrick claimed
he could turn the pages of a telephone book with
the power of his mind. “The test conditions were
terrible. The audience had to sit in a hot studio
with no air conditioning so we could investigate
what was moving the pages.” The claim was all
a bunch of hot air, literally. “He was blowing on
the pages,” Randi explained.
Randi is known as a skeptical sage, so I asked
him, “What are the most common questions
people ask you?” “The most popular question
is, ‘What is there after life?’ And I say, ‘Nothing.
This is it. It’s what you do now that counts. It’s
only what you do now that will leave anything
behind.’ People also ask me, ‘What is the
meaning of life?’ and I say, ‘There is no meaning
of life.’ There’s no big purpose for us humans.
Thinking there’s meaning gives us a sense of
superiority’.” I added, “We make meaning of
our lives,” and Randi agreed.
Randi led us into a room with an enormous
filing cabinet. He opened it, revealing drawers
filled with paper archives. “These are our
applicants for the Million Dollar Challenge,” he
said. “We’ve tested about 500 people since 1964,
when the Challenge was first introduced.” Sean
added, “And all of them failed the preliminary
test and never even got to the formal test.”
“Which is your favourite applicant,” I asked. “That’s like
asking me my favourite colour,” Randi replied wistfully.
“I have a favourite!” Sean exclaimed. “Rosemary
Hunter. She claimed she could make people urinate
on command.” “I don’t want to know how she
found out that she supposedly had that ability!”
I remarked. Furthermore, Hunter claims she can make people

An original slide of the Cottingley Fairies

cry, laugh, drool, fall asleep, run around in circles, hop on one
foot, or vomit, uncontrollably. Apparently, this is a gift from
God, and she was one of His angels.
“But what if the subject hadn’t eaten or had anything to
drink?” I asked Sean. “Well, then she claimed she could fill
you with fluid first so you needed to urinate,” he replied.
“That has interesting implications for dehydration and
urological problems!” I observed. “It would have, if she didn’t
fail,” Randi noted.
JREF
General
Manager
Jeff
Wagg was the subject of this strange
urological experiment. The results
(or lack thereof) of Rosemary’s
unsuccessful preliminary test can
be viewed at http://tinyurl.com/
bh8nnz. After a visit to the restroom,
Wagg awaits spontaneous urination.
Hunter sits nearby, eyes closed, focusing
on causing him to be filled with, and to
uncontrollably expel, urine. In the end,
Wagg wasn’t full of it, but Hunter was.
Wagg tells me, “Despite rumours, I was
not wearing Depends.”
Thank you to Linda Schallenberger
for organising my visit, and to Sean
McCabe and Mr Randi for taking me on
a tour of the premises.
The best part of all is that you are
welcome to visit. So, if you make the
journey to its theme parks and national
parks, be sure to also visit another Florida
landmark, the Headquarters of the James
J
Randi Educational Foundation.
Sean McCabe and James Randi test another device
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Psychiatry-Bashing
Aiming for Science-Based Psychiatry
Dr. Harriet Hall is The Skepdoc - a prolific writer about medicine, science,
complementary and alternative medicine and critical thinking.
http://www.skepdoc.info
Psychiatry is arguably the least science-based of the medical
specialities. Because of that, it comes in for a lot of criticism.
Much of the criticism is justified, but some critics make the
mistake of dismissing even the possibility that psychiatry
could be scientific. They throw the baby out with the
bathwater. I agree that psychiatry has a lot of very dirty
bathwater, but there is also a very healthy baby in there that
should be kept, cherished, nourished, and helped to grow
- scientifically.

“Science is harder to apply
to psychiatry than to other
medical disciplines.”
Common criticisms in the media
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

We are over-medicating our children, producing
a generation of drugged zombies.
We are using medication indiscriminately
for people who don’t fit the diagnosis (i.e.
antidepressants for people who only have
normal mood fluctuations and life problems).
Antidepressants lead to violence and suicide.
Psychotropic medications all have terrible side effects.
Antidepressants are no better than placebo.
Psychotherapies are no better than talking to a friend.
Electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) is a barbaric,
damaging assault with no redeeming value.
And we all remember how Tom Cruise attacked
Brooke Shields on the issue of postpartum depression.

Thomas Szasz: Mental Illness is a Myth
Controversial psychiatrist Thomas Szasz goes even further:
he rejects the whole concept of mental illness and considers
it a plot to interfere with people’s human rights. He says:
• Psychiatric diagnoses are not valid because they
are based on symptoms rather than on objective
tests. (Steve Novella has pointed out that there
are other well-established diagnoses like migraine
that cannot be verified by any objective tests.)
• Mental illness is a myth: unusual behavior
does not constitute a disease.
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•
•

Psychiatric diagnoses are an arbitrary construct
of society to facilitate control of individuals
whose behavior does not conform.
Involuntary commitment is never justified
even for the protection of the patient: patients
always have the right to refuse treatment
even if that means they will die.

The CCHR
Szasz and Scientology (a marriage made in heaven?) joined
forces to create the Citizens Commission on Human Rights
(http://www.cchr.org). They have a slick website with
a home page that proclaims its bias with a picture of a
door labeled “Psychiatry: An Industry of Death.” They
claim to be supporting human rights, but they appear to be
engaged in a vendetta against psychiatry and psychotropic
medicines. They do have some good points, but they
go way overboard. And they systematically ignore any
evidence showing that psychiatric care benefits patients.

A Recent Study
A recent study published in the New England Journal of
1
Medicine helps bring several controversial psychiatric
issues into focus. It was a randomized trial of 488 children
age 7-17 with “substantial impairment” from anxiety
disorders. It compared a selective Serotonin reuptake
inhibitor (SSRI) drug (sertraline), a psychotherapy
(cognitive behavioral therapy), a placebo medication, and
a combination of sertraline and CBT. 23.7% of subjects
improved with placebo, 59.7% improved with cognitive
behavior therapy alone, 54.9% improved with sertraline
alone, and 80.7% improved with combination therapy.
Adverse events, including suicidal and homicidal ideation,
were no more frequent in the sertraline group than in the
placebo group; no child in the study attempted suicide. As
would be expected, there were fewer side effects (insomnia,
fatigue, sedation and restlessness) in the CBT group than in
the sertraline group. An accompanying editorial suggested
that many children are not being identified and treated
appropriately, and that early treatment could reduce
subsequent problems. Instead of “we are overmedicating
our children” it suggests that “we are failing to treat all
those who would benefit from treatment.”
This study is not perfect and can’t stand by itself, but it
confirms previous studies showing that psychotherapy and
SSRIs are both effective and the combination is even more
effective.

SSRIs and Suicide
In 2004 warnings inundated the media: studies had
indicated an increase in suicidal ideation (from 2% to 4%)
in children taking SSRIs for depression. The studies were
flawed, and there was no increase in actual suicide rates,
only in reported ideation. There were other clear data
showing that SSRIs reduced suicide rates in depressed
children. Nevertheless, the scare caused prescription rates
to fall by 18-20%, and suicide rates promptly increased by
2
18%. The misguided attempt to prevent suicide instead
led to an increase in suicides.

DSM
The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
3
or DSM is problematic. Diagnoses like homosexuality
come and go depending on societal pressures. It is not
very scientific. Neither was Freud, whose ideas have been
largely discounted and whose diagnosis of “neurosis” is no
longer used. DSM is seriously flawed, but it’s better than
any previous diagnostic system. It’s a noble effort, and the
best we have at the moment. The real problem is when
people misuse it and over-diagnose. Instead of discarding
it, we can work to make it more reliable.

Mental Illness Does Exist
It’s rejecting reality to think that mental illness doesn’t exist.
Something is clearly wrong with an individual who is too
depressed to get out of bed or eat, who is afraid to leave the
house, or who believes he is Jesus Christ. These symptoms
interfere with life and are usually distressing to the patient.
One of my uncles developed paranoid schizophrenia: he lost
contact with reality and was a danger to himself. In a previous
century he might have spent the rest of his life warehoused
in a locked ward. Medications allowed him to function: he
married, had children and grandchildren, was loved, and led a
relatively normal life in society. He had some side effects from
the medications, but he and his loved ones felt that was a small
price to pay.
Patients who clearly have mental illness can be
appropriately diagnosed and treated. Admittedly, a lot of
not-so-clear cases end up with diagnoses and treatments they
should not have. But that’s not a problem with psychiatry per
se, but with the misapplication of psychiatry. We need to do
better and we can do better - with science.

Science-Based Psychiatry
The mental health professions have made some stunning
errors in recent decades, including the recovered
memory craze, Satanic abuse confabulations, facilitated
communication, multiple personality disorder with up
to a hundred or more alter-egos including animals, and
Harvard psychiatrist John Mack’s gullible speculations
about alien abductions. The good news is that science and
reason have worked to identify these as errors and they
have been largely avoided in mainstream practice.
Science is harder to apply to psychiatry than to other
medical disciplines. Mental illness can’t be studied like
pneumonia. We have no good animal models for most
mental illnesses because animals don’t mentate the way

humans do. We can’t do a blood test for depression like we
do for diabetes. But we certainly can identify patients who
are impaired by a recognizable constellation of symptoms,
and we can test various treatments to see what relieves
those constellations of symptoms. We can also look for
underlying causes and ways to prevent illness.
Modern psychiatry, with its psychotropic medications
and psychotherapies, is not as scientific or as effective
as we would like, but it has undeniably saved lives and
improved the quality of life of countless sufferers. Instead
of bashing psychiatry for its faults, we should build on
psychiatry’s successes and make it ever more sciencebased. Let’s put an end to psychiatry-bashing and stick to
bashing specific practices that are not science-based and
to bashing psychiatric malpractice like over-diagnosis and
inappropriate prescribing. There is an excellent journal
that tries to do exactly that: The Scientific Review of Mental
Health Practice.4 It is far more credible than anything Szasz
and Scientology have written.
A version of this article was first published at:
www.sciencebasedmedicine.org

1.
2.
3.
4.

http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/short/359/26/2753
http://www.aacap.org/cs/root/developmentor/suicide_and_
ssri_medications_in_children_and_adolescents_an_update
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diagnostic_and_Statistical_
Manual_of_Mental_Disorders#Criticism_2
http://www.srmhp.org

Calling
Sydney Skeptics
Want to know what’s going on in your city?
Want to keep up with skeptical events?

Join the
Sydney Skeptics Meetup Group.

http://skeptics.meetup.com/163
You will be notified via email of all Sydney
events such as Skeptics in the Pub, Science
Week, Ghost Tours and “Mind Body Wallet.”
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Scientology
and the Travolta Tragedy
Michael Wolloghan is a reporter for The Skeptic Zone Podcast, a member
of the New South Wales Skeptics committee and the Sydney based Cult
Information Family Support group. michael@skepticzone.tv
From humble beginnings to one of the world’s biggest boxoffice names, John Travolta is one of Hollywood’s all-time
greatest success stories and icons.
The star of countless movies, Travolta is perhaps still
best known for his performances in “Grease” and “Saturday
Night Fever”. Travolta has had successes and failures, both
personal and professional, but has still been able to embody
quintessential coolness.
However, Travolta’s piercing blue eyes may never be the
same after the death of Jett Travolta, his son.
In
early
January
authorities reported that
Jett died after a head injury
that occurred during a
seizure. Apparently, he
hit his head on a bathtub
while the family was
holidaying at their home
in the Bahamas.
It was later revealed
after his autopsy that Jett died of an epileptic fit.
Scientology quickly became a focal point of discussion
because of John Travolta and wife Kelly Preston’s strict
adherence to the religion.
Travolta and Preston claimed Jett was very ill when he
was 2 years old and was allegedly diagnosed with Kawasaki
disease, a sickness that leads to inflammation of the blood
vessels in young children. Preston blamed household
cleaners and fertilisers, and believed that a detoxification
program based on teachings from the Church of Scientology
helped improve Jett’s health.
It is debatable what type of help it provided because
Jett continued to have a history of seizures. This fact was
confirmed by police superintendent Basil Rahming’s
statement after the tragedy, and John Travolta’s attorney,
Michael McDermott.
Medical experts speculated heavily that Jett was autistic.
However, Travolta and Preston fervently denied that their
young son exhibited autistic symptoms.
The Church of Scientology, founded by sci-fi writer L.

Ron Hubbard, doesn’t recognise autism because it considers
mental illness to be psychosomatic and believes that it
should be treated through Scientology auditing.
Ex-high ranking Scientologist of 22 years, John Duignan,
told The Sun that Jett Travolta might have fallen victim to
Scientology’s questionable beliefs relating to medicine.
He confirmed that Scientology denies the existence of
psychiatric and mental health problems.
Duignan explains1, “Much of the hold that the Church
of Scientology has on its followers is the vehement hatred,
horror
and
terror
it
inculcates in them towards
the subject and professions
of
psychology
and
psychiatry, and psychiatric
drugs. Since the release
of “Dianetics” in 1950,
Hubbard had condemned
these subjects. He claimed
to be the sole agent of the
solution to all mental illness, in any form.”
Tory Christman, a former Scientologist who was
involved with the group for 30 years, told the Times Online,
UK that there may be numerous parishioners of Scientology
suffering from untreated mental and neurological
conditions, but they refuse to receive proper treatment.
Even Joey Travolta, younger brother of John, believed
Jett was autistic and allegedly argued with his brother over
the treatment of his son.
Whilst the media was in a flurry over Jett Travolta’s
death, Tom Cruise got further mileage out of his dubious
claim that Scientology “cured” his childhood dyslexia. In
XL Semanal, a magazine supplement of daily Spanish
newspaper ABC, Cruise yet again praised Scientology.
Cruise told the magazine he was functionally illiterate
when he graduated from school in 1980, but learned to read
perfectly as an adult with the aid of Scientology. However,
this was old news as Cruise originally professed this in 2003;
cult critics mused over the peculiar timing of his mentioning
it again.

“One of the goals of the Church
of Scientology is to achieve ‘the
global obliteration of psychiatry’.“
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Cruise, known for his Scientology
zealotry, made it exceedingly clear that
he was against psychiatric drugs when
he lambasted Brooke Shields publicly for
taking anti-depressants medication for
post-partum depression.
Scientology’s leader, David Miscavige,
who is a close friend of Cruise, stated at
their New Year’s Celebration party that one
of the goals of the Church of Scientology
is to achieve “the global obliteration of
psychiatry.”
Predictably, the Church of Scientology
hasn’t commented on the Travolta
case. However, it has made some broad
statements, claiming church policy advises
its members to seek a doctor for medical
treatment of a physical condition.
Nevertheless, it appears Scientologists
define a “physical condition” differently to
A so-called “E Meter” used by Scientologists
that of a qualified medical doctor. So do
some other beliefs…
medical treatment because of his parents’ beliefs. The
• In the New Testament (Acts 15:28-29) there is a passage information provided isn’t conclusive, but it is intriguing.
that reads: “For the holy spirit and we ourselves have
Ros Hodgkins, president of the Sydney based Cult
favored adding no further burden to you, except Information and Family Support group commented, “Sadly,
these necessary things, to keep abstaining from things sincere and good people can be inculcated with bizarre and
sacrificed to idols and from blood and from things illogical beliefs. The problem is very real and very tragic
strangled and from fornication. If you carefully keep when children die because simple medical procedures are
yourselves from these things, you will prosper.”
not accessed.”
• Based on their interpretation of this biblical text and
Scientologist or not, the pain resulting from the loss of
others, Jehovah’s Witnesses will not accept blood a child would be devastating. The Travoltas have my
transfusions.
deepest sympathies.
• Christian Science church members believe that chronic
They will experience denial, anger, guilt, depression,
illnesses can disappear by using their healing system.
and then gradual acceptance of the death. Let’s hope that
• Followers of Breatharianism, also known as Inedia, after they deal with the intense grief, they look closely at the
believe they can survive on air and light and do not reasons for their loss.
require food or water.
Sadly, people have died because of these beliefs.
References:
Unfortunately, it is common for people to blame victims
of quackery. The tendency toward blaming the victim is 1. Duignan, John, and Tallant, Nicola. 2008. The Complex: An
pervasive. Maintaining empathy is important as these Insider Exposes the Covert World of the Church of Scientology.
people are often drawn into quackery through a combination Merlin Publishing. 1st Edition, p.274.
of manipulation, deception and a lack of knowledge.
Indeed, this becomes a complex and controversial legal Editor’s note:
issue because summarily dismissing an individual’s free
will is a slippery slope.
Michael’s article makes an important point about the use of
Information recently came to light that Jett Travolta’s alternative medicine in general. When parents or patients forego
male nanny had no professional medical license and no orthodox medicine in favour of an unconventional treatment they
known childcare training. His only qualifications were that do so in the belief that it will work, presumably. A fatal outcome
he was a Scientologist, and a photographer specialising in would not probably be desired. Clearly, greater education is
wedding photography.
required for guardians, and all consumers, as we’d rather see
It is plausible that Jett Travolta didn’t receive proper a healthy skepticism than a need for our sympathy.
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Ritual Killing and
Superstition in Africa
A Nigerian Letter
Leo Igwe is Director of the Centre for Inquiry in
Nigeria and is a regular contributor to The Skeptic.
nskepticleo@yahoo.com
Ritual killing refers to the murder of human beings or
animals for ceremonial purposes. The practice often
involves the preparation, administration and use of charms
and magical concoctions. The purpose is to seek protection
from illness or accidents, to attract good luck in business
ventures, or to achieve any desired result.
For example, many African people believe that a ritual
sacrifice to a god or spirit can attract money and wealth. So,
Africans who are poor and desperately in need of money
take to ritual killing and sacrifice. The general belief is
that anyone who performs ritual killing can become rich
literally overnight, without working or stealing (other than
stealing someone’s life).
The ritual killing of human beings has its root in
traditional African beliefs, but the belief and practice
continues in modern Africa. Recently, there were several
reported cases of ritual killing in different parts of the
continent. In Kenya, at least five people were allegedly
murdered for ritual purposes at Nairobi’s Mukuru Kwa
Njenga. The bodies of the victims had cuts on their necks;
some had their hands chopped off, while the women’s
breasts were mutilated.
In Uganda, a prominent business man was wanted by
the police for allegedly murdering a child for ritualistic
purposes. In this country, people believe that the ritual
sacrifice of children can “protect” a house from misfortune.
As a result, some people commit ritual sacrifice when laying
the foundation of their houses.
In May 2008, hunters in Swaziland found a dead foetus
hanging from a tree with its umbilical cord still attached.
Swazis perform such sacrifice in their quest for spiritual
enlightenment, or to supposedly find solutions to their
problems. In the Swazi kingdom, ritualists especially target
children whose body parts are used to prepare magical
potions locally known as “muti”.

In Tanzania, albino people are often hunted down and
attacked by ritualists who believe that such people have
magical powers and can bring wealth. Last year, at least 13
albino people were reportedly found murdered, their body
parts removed.
In Nigeria, several cases of ritual killing and the
mutilation of humans have occurred since last year. In
February 2008, Abiodun Lekute was kidnapped and killed
by ritualists. When his body was eventually located,
his head, hands and genitals had been cut off. In Enugu,
ritualists butchered female victims in the Igboeze area. In
Ibadan, a man was arrested when he was found carrying
the decapitated head of a woman.
In Delta State, two ritualists beheaded Onuwa Ossai,
a 14-year-old boy. While in Osun State, police arrested
two men who allegedly murdered and dismembered two
victims. And in the Ilorin Kwara state, ritualists killed
and beheaded one Omobola Moses. Various parts of the
victim’s body had been cut off and stolen. In most cases the
ritualists seek the “magical” parts of the body, such as the
head, eyes, tongue, breasts, and genitals of the victim. There
are beliefs that the heads of sacrificed victims emit money.
Alternatively, the perpetrators send the dismembered body
parts to witch doctors who use them to perform assorted
rituals, or to prepare charms and magical substances. Some
believe that these ritualists turn into goats, chicken or cats
when they perform their ceremonies.
A belief in charms also encourages people to perform
ritual acts. Charms are magical portions and concoctions
prepared by witchdoctors, and as we’ve seen, in most cases
these are made with human body parts. There are charms
for protection from accidents, illness, snake bites, gunshots,
wounds, or any other harm or misfortune. People believe
that there are magical concoctions that could help them
succeed in exams, in elections, or in business. Many

You are invited to share a drink
with us at Skeptics in the Pub.
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Africans also believe in love charms that can supposedly
help them attract partners, avoid infidelity and enhance
relationships. People wear charms, and keep them in their
bedrooms, under the pillows, or place them on their door
knobs, and even hang them in their offices.
Of course, there is absolutely no evidence that charms
work or do what people claim or hope they will do. Charms
only give users a false sense of security and strength. As
long as many people in Africa continue to believe in the
potency and efficiency of charms and to use them in their
day-to-day life and activities, and as long as Africans
continue to patronize witch doctors, this ritual killing will
not stop.
Lastly, another superstition that forces people into
committing the atrocity of ritual killing is religion. Africans
are very religious people, and whatever religions sanction
is upheld blindly and forcefully. African religious beliefs
teach that there is a supernatural realm of gods, spirits,
principalities and powers that can be manipulated for good
or ill through ritual sacrifice.

This ritualist mentality has been reinforced by
the doctrines and practices of the dominant religions
of Christianity and Islam. For instance, in the Bible,
God ordered Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac as
a demonstration of his faith. The sacrifice of animals
forms a part of Christian and Islamic festivals in Africa.
As long as Africans continue to believe in the potency and
efficacy of any form of ritual sacrifice of humans or animals,
ritual murder will continue to reoccur.
Africa is a deeply superstitious society, and the culture
supports many beliefs that lack any basis in reason, science
or common sense. Many African people indulge in ritual
killing and sacrifice because of the pervasive nature of these
beliefs and superstitions. Superstitions are a product of
socialisation, making it very difficult to tackle, combat or
eradicate them.
Africa needs to discard religious fanaticism, and irrational
beliefs in charms and magical wares. To end ritual killing,
African people must abandon superstition and occultism,
and embrace skepticism and humanism.

***PRESS RELEASE ***
Fundamentalists Exploit Bushfire Catastrophe
Australia has been in shock since the Victorian bushfires in early February, resulting in the destruction of
almost two thousand homes and the deaths of hundreds of people.
While some offer practical relief in the form of food and clothing donations, others look for someone to
blame.
Catch the Fire Ministries (CTFM) in Dandenong, Victoria, published a media release, blaming a new Australian
law for the devastating bushfires, and further claim that the fires were foretold in a spiritual vision.
The CTFM leader, Pastor Danny Nalliah, announced that he had predicted the bushfires in a dream he had
in October 2008. In this dream, he had a prophesy that the fires would occur, as divine retribution for an
abortion decriminalization bill that passed in Victoria in 2008. Nalliah calls Victoria the “baby killing state
of Australia.”
The Ministry’s response is to petition God for forgiveness, and to commence a seven day prayer and fasting
campaign. “In our prayer and fasting campaign, we are particularly repenting for the passing of the
“Decriminalization of Abortion Laws of Victoria” in addition to other unrighteous, ungodly, and unjust
laws and practices which have seen a holocaust of some of the most helpless members of the human race,
the unborn.”
“Can we stop the fires? Yes we can! But it will take God’s children to rally together and repent and cry
unto Him as in 2 Chronicles 7:14 (The Holy Bible). We at CTFM have seen this happen several times in
the past in Australia, which was also covered by many mainstream media outlets.”
The CTFM website calls upon the “Australian Bible-believing God-fearing Christians to repent and call
upon the Lord Jesus Christ for His mercy and protection over Australia once again.”
Visitors to the CTFM website http://catchthefire.com.au/blog/2009/02/10/media-release-abortion-lawsto-blame-for-bush-fires/ can comment on the media release. However, skeptical replies are immediately
deleted.
Australian Skeptics condemn the Catch the Fire Ministry for their uncritical, discriminatory beliefs and
exploitation of the tragic events to promote their ministry.
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The Next Generation
Skepticism on Campus
Richard Saunders is a Vice President of Australian Skeptics (NSW),
a performer with The Mystery Investigators, TV Skeptic and the producer of
The Skeptic Zone Podcast. richard@skepticzone.tv
Skepticism has never been ‘just a hobby’ for me. I devote
much of my time to the Australian Skeptics, and also
exploring other ways to promote what we skeptics do,
and to promote critical thinking in general. I find that I
constantly meet people of a like mind, and not only at major
overseas gatherings, such as The Amaz!ng Meeting and
Dragon*Con. We can thank the social networking of the
Internet, including blogs, Facebook and Myspace, for much
of this new interest, something the younger generation is
taking advantage of in growing numbers.
Therefore, it was an enormous pleasure for me to be
asked to appear for one day at Macquarie University’s
“O-Week” at the request of the new Macquarie University
Skeptics’ group. Many members of this group are also
regulars at the Sydney Skeptics in the Pub.
I was in good company at the Skeptics’ booth with

many members of Macquarie Skeptics, including President
Duane Hamacher, and Marketing Chair Tiffany Day. We
spent the day talking to students, many of whom were
simply unsure as to what skeptics are, or what we do. The
question of the day was, “What is a skeptic?” Sometimes,
skeptics don’t even know they are skeptics…
I was allocated 15 minutes to address the entire
quadrangle from a stage to encourage more people to visit
our booth. A spoon was sacrificed, to the delight of the
crowd.
As the day warmed up, more and more students stopped
by to watch our displays of spoon bending and water
divining, using a couple of metal rods. I was delighted to
see that our booth was busy for most of the day, and I lost
count of how many spoons were bent or broken. Almost
all of the Macquarie Skeptics have mastered this art of
deforming cutlery, and I think we owe a debt to a certain
Israeli (not our own Eran Segev!) for making this corny
trick so popular.

Richard Saunders speaks to the crowd about skepticism while Duane Hamacher
and Tiffany Day wow students at the Skeptics’ booth with amazing feats of spoon bending.
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Ironically, the Skeptics’ booth was opposite a Hillsong
church booth. In fact, there were several Christian booths
dotted about the quadrangle, not to mention an Islamic
booth, one for the Baha’i Faith, and a Buddhist booth. Many
of the young people manning the Hillsong booth came over
to watch us bend spoons. This was all good fun until one
young man came over, watched the spoon bending avidly,
but then tried to teach us the error of our skeptical ways. “So
you skeptics want to test everything? Come to our church,
lift your hands to God and you’ll see it’s real!” It’s hard to
know what to say in these situations, as logical arguments
tend to break down. That is, until he claimed that lost limbs
could grow back with the power of faith healing. I asked for
the evidence of this “miracle” and was told vaguely that it
was “On tapes”, whatever that might mean. I’m sure he’ll
get back to the Macquarie Skeptics with this ‘proof’.
The hours flew by, as they do when you’re having fun,
and I left with my skeptical batteries re-charged. It was

brilliant to see such enthusiasm for science, skepticism and
education. We exhausted our supply of application forms
at one stage due to the large number of students wanting to
sign up to join the Macquarie Skeptics.
The Macquarie Skeptics are a fine example of how the
younger generation is catching on to the fascinating topic
of skepticism. You can find out more about this group by
visiting http://macquarieskeptics.homestead.com. They
are also happy to offer advice to any student wishing to start
a similar group at other universities. Those on the Gold
Coast should contact Jayson Cooke at Griffith University
by visiting http://gussf.wordpress.com. The Australian
Skeptics are keen to support skepticism on campus.
It is all too easy for those of us who have been around
the skeptical traps for awhile to forget the interest and
wonder the topic elicits in those discovering skepticism for
the first time.

Australian Skeptics 2009 Convention
Brisbane, Queensland
November 28-29, 2009
Riverview Room, Emmanuel College
University of Queensland
Guests include:

♦ Dr Karl Kruszelnicki
♦ Peter Macinnis, science writer and author of
Mr Darwin’s Incredible Shrinking World

♦ Barry Williams, Editor Emeritus of The Skeptic
For more information visit: www.qldskeptics.com
Or email: briskepticon09@yahoo.com.au
And check for updates at: www.skeptics.com.au
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Believe It...
Believers versus Skeptics : Psychics
Michelle Burg – Believer
www.michellesmessage.com
1. Who are you?
I’m Michelle Burg, a natural born psychic medium and
clairvoyant living in Maryville, Illinois. I’ve helped
thousands world-wide with their life burning questions
or concerns. I also host my own radio program, Into
the Light on the Shadow Talk Radio
Network every Monday at 8 pm EST.
The show discusses the paranormal
and metaphysical realm.

2. What is a psychic?
A psychic can be something
different for everyone. To me it is
someone who can just see through
the “veil” we were given before
birth. A psychic is someone who is
capable of tuning in with whatever
ability they have been given, to
help others throughout their lives.
They are able to communicate with
spirits and pick up on the emotions of a situation
and/or person. Being psychic is nothing general but
a very wide open ability. It is the sixth sense. It is used to
HELP people, not hurt them. It is used to help a person
weed through the possibilities and/or choices they
have in life with a bit more guidance. A psychic is not a
special person, just someone who is more in tune with
the abilities that are available to us from the universe.
I strongly believe that we all can tune into our own
“sixth sense”.

3. Why do you believe in psychic abilities?
I believe in psychic abilities because since I was a
very young child I have not only witnessed them
but I have been guided by spirits on the other side.
I have experienced amazing things myself and with
other ‘psychic’ type people. Of course, there are fake
psychics too. I am able to strongly state not only for
myself, but for others, that psychic abilities do exist.
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4. What is the best example you have
that could prove the existence of psychic
abilities?
I believe it is nothing that I can prove in this
short interview however each person who sits for
a reading with me does get their own proof. If it is
connecting them with someone who
has crossed over with exact details
such as full name, age, occupation
and so forth, to being able to tell one
certain things that no one else could
possibly know.
I definitely believe Criss Angel’s
idea of putting something in an
envelope and then allowing psychics
to figure it out is a great way to prove
psychic ability. It may not work for
everyone as each ability is different.
But it would surely weed out the
fakes! I do not believe setting up a
psychic to fail is a good test, as you
are already drawing negativity to
the situation. If you are ever looking for proof with
a psychic you should just give them your name. They
should not need any other information and they should
NOT ever ask you questions!!!

5. In your opinion, how do you explain
psychic abilities?
Psychic abilities are a gift, a blessing from God. It is
very obvious to me that these abilities were given to
people to help others. Throughout history there have
always been psychics, prophets, gypsies and other
people with these special abilities. Psychic ability is
a blessing. It is not a get rich quick scheme like the
telephone psychic Miss Cleo. People who are open to
the universe with great passion use their abilities to
help others around them, as their promise to God. I
am so thankful for this blessing I have been given and I
cannot wait to share it with many, many more!

Or Not...
Jon Donnis – Skeptic
www.badpsychics.com
1. Who are you?
I’m Jon Donnis of Bad Psychics.com. I’m author and
editor of the UK’s largest online skeptical network.
We have sites covering various areas of paranormal
claims, including psychics and mediums, ghosts and
paranormal groups, homeopathy
and healing claims, as well as a
media outlet called BadPsychics TV
(BPTV).
I am not an academic or a
scientist; instead, I’m just an
average person who has a deep and
passionate interest in all claims of the
paranormal and supernatural. I have
spent the last 5 years investigating
and researching as much as I can,
as well as truly trying to see things
from the other side of the paranormal
fence.

2. What is a psychic?
The word psychic is often used as a catch-all term to
describe anyone with paranormal abilities. However,
to be more precise a psychic is someone who believes
they pick up information from the person being read,
or from a non-living object or building, etc. A medium
is someone who communicates with the dead, whether
it be through feeling, seeing or hearing. It is often said
that all mediums are psychic, but not all psychics are
mediums.

3. Why do you not believe in psychic
abilities?
Whether I believe or not is not the issue, all that matters
is that if someone claims they can do something that is
beyond science, then they need to prove it.
I remain open minded regarding all claims of the
paranormal. However, at this point in time, since so far
100% of psychics and mediums have failed when the
chance to cheat is removed, then I personally believe
it is unlikely that such an ability exists. But I would
love to be proven wrong.

4. What is the best example you have
that could disprove the existence of
psychic abilities?
I have yet to see any example of a psychic doing
anything that I couldn’t explain, but it is also very
hard to disprove such claims, as the burden of proof
is on the claimant.
If I were to say that the Loch Ness Monster could
fly, could anyone disprove that claim? What if I
said he was invisible too, or that he just flew past
my
y window smoking a cigar? Can anyone disprove
these claims? Of course not, but
does that give my claims any more
credence? Again, no. So in my
opinion, anytime someone makes
a claim it is up to them to prove
the claim, and not for others to
disprove it.

5. In your opinion, how
do you explain psychic
abilities?
One mistake many skeptics fall
into is to simply use the term “Cold
Reading” to blindly label all psychic
readings. Yes, cold reading can
explain a lot, and most psychics do use this technique.
Sometimes it is a lucky guess, or a coincidence, or
the psychic researched the client beforehand, or they
interpret the subject’s body language.
Let’s say I give the exact same medium reading
to one hundred people; not a cold reading, just a
detailed, specific description of a fictitious dead
relative. Out of those one hundred people, purely by
chance, I am likely to find at least one person who
could identify with my description. Now say that
this one person did not know I had given the same
information to ninety-nine others. Ask yourself,
how can that one person explain how I gave them
such a ‘precise’ reading? I didn’t use cold reading,
or hot reading; I was specific with details and had a
large sample group.
When this happens, this is the hardest reading for
a skeptic to explain. But most of the time, whether
it is someone bending a spoon with their ‘mind’,
reading the history of an object just by touching it,
or communicating with the dead, there is a simple,
natural explanation. The question always is, when
is the claim worth the time to figure out how the
reading was done?
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Ignorance is Contagious
The importance of critical thinking in
environmental management
Dr Ian Woodward PhD, CEnvP is an environmental scientist and former head of the
Tasmanian government’s environment protection organisation. Ian has a longstanding
commitment to the importance of critical thinking in public environmental debates.
iwoodward@pittsh.com.au
In 1506 Spain and Portugal were beset by the twin terrors of Environmental issues have a public audience that
the Spanish Inquisition and the Black Death, and someone responds asymmetrically to information. Once a false
needed to be blamed. Forced converts to Christianity – claim that something awful might happen gets put into the
community’s mind, it is almost unshakeable, regardless of
conversos – were prime candidates.
In that year a strange light was seen near a crucifix in a how clear the science is for the contrary view. And those
monastery, and this was promoted by the friars and taken by who choose to question the prevailing view (“perhaps it’s
the populace to be a longed for miracle, a sure sign that the only a rock”) are likely to be shunned at dinner parties.
This has become increasingly evident in recent years.
church would protect them from the horrors of the plague.
However, one person, who happened to be a converso, had Tasmania’s current pulp mill project is a prime example.
Ironically, I think that the strengthening of the
the temerity to suggest that it may not actually be a miracle
but that instead it might simply be a candle, perhaps put asymmetrical response has come about because of the
there by the friars. On hearing this blasphemy, outraged growth in the public’s environmental awareness. I say
ironically, because that
parishioners dragged the
increase in awareness is
man out onto the street,
not the same thing as an
beat him up and then set
increase in understanding.
fire to him, burning him
“Critical thinking minimises the risk
It’s more that the shadow
to death. Urged on by
of falling for ‘logical fallacies’.“
of the lion-thing has
the friars, the parishioners
become bigger rather than
then ran through the
the detail of the lion-thing
streets, grabbing other
conversos and dragging them onto bonfires. By the time being better understood. For example, we are now faced
the violence ended the following day almost 2000 conversos with an environmental threat as big as the world – climate
change – whereas only a few years ago, environmental
had been burnt to death.
Human beings panic readily, and crowd behaviour threats were local, and could be left to others to worry
in times of fear is usually disgraceful. Mob violence is about, just so long as they were local to them and not us.
the most dramatic outcome of this failing, but history is All environmental threats have become heightened in the
crammed full of irrational group-think, and even in our public’s mind as a consequence of the global shadow of
own local society and with our own local issues we are all climate change.
Another component of the irony is that the public is
vulnerable to being overcome by mob-mentality.
Blind panic was no doubt very useful as we were ever more suspicious and expects ever more scrutiny of
evolving on the African plains. If someone yelled “lion!”, new developments, and regulators respond by demanding
you wouldn’t survive very long if you stopped and asked ever more detailed environmental assessments, yet the
sheer volume and technicality of the information prepared
“are you sure….?”
Natural selection’s message to us is: flee without in response to those demands makes it ever less likely that
thinking. It’s very easy to convince people that a false claim the public will read or understand it.
For example, virtually every member of the Tasmanian
of safety (“lions could never harm us”) is untrue but it’s
very hard, and sometimes impossible, to convince people public has a view – and a strong view at that – about the
likely environmental impacts of the proposed Gunns pulp
that a false claim of harm (“that rock is a lion”) is untrue.
And when we run away, it’s best to run in the same mill at Bell Bay in northern Tasmania, but I expect that less
direction as everyone else. There’s safety in numbers. If we than 1% of the public has actually read the documentation.
separate from the crowd, we could more easily be picked Instead, the public gets its “information” from the media
and from gossip, both notoriously poor at dealing with
off by that lion.
And so it is with public environmental debates. technical issues.

Page 32 • The Skeptic • March 2009

The public grabs onto simple messages, and lets
complex ones slip through. In Tasmania, the conservation
message has been grabbed very firmly because its message
is very simple to understand – change or don’t change.
Both the public and the media confuse conservation with
environmental management. Conservation is simple and
neat. It’s easily understood by the public and the media.
Environmental management is complex and messy, and
it’s very poorly understood by the public and media. It
requires much more thinking.
Journalists – the people who inform the public – are
as vulnerable to fear as everyone else, and have the same
difficulties of understanding technical information. They
also help spread fear – it comes
with their job. Readers are
more alert to and interested
in fearful stories than calming
stories, and the media serves
them what they want, creating
a self-reinforcing feedback loop
of fear, story, more fear, more
stories.
Perhaps we like to think
that Serious Journalists are
better than that but it is a false
hope. When was the last time,
for example, did you see Four
Corners do an exposé on the
opponents to a development,
snaring them with a clever setpiece of questions? Journalistic
exposés
are
invariably
on developers, never on
opponents.
Developers are
always held to be evil, opponents are always held to be
friars. Journalists are as asymmetrical as the public at large.
They are reluctant to point out the candle in the monastery.
This is exacerbated by cognitive dissonance, which
is the tendency of people to avoid admitting to making
mistakes. Rather than make such an admission, people dig
themselves further into their entrenched positions. Once
someone has publicly expressed a viewpoint on something
(whether to the public at large or even just their own circle
of friends), it is very unusual for them to withdraw from
it, particularly if the topic is controversial. Instead, people
usually dig themselves into an even more entrenched
position and more loudly justify their viewpoint. George
Bush and the Iraq war is an obvious example on the
world stage, but it acts at the local level too, including on
environmental issues. Someone who has publicly opposed
a development (such as the pulp mill) will be very reluctant
to listen and concede to scientific argument that is contrary
to that view – to make such a concession would be to admit
that they were wrong in the first instance. They are also
likely to show confirmation bias, which means that they
selectively turn off from information which is contrary to
their view and turn on to information that supports it.

Due to cognitive dissonance, rather than admitting their
mistake people actually become more fixed and dogmatic in
their views. An associated tendency is for the community
to become more extreme and more determined that their
views win out. What should be a rational argument becomes
a tooth and claw battle where the objective becomes victory
for victory’s sake, simply because they hate the thought of
losing to someone they have demonised.
In many cases, people also use their expressed opposition
to a project as a convenient shorthand description of their
overall personal values, wearing it like a social bumper
sticker: “I oppose project X, thereby demonstrating the type
of person that I am. I fit nicely into my peer group.”

A third component of the irony is the hypocrisy of the
public. At the demand of the community, industry must
jump through all sorts of burning hoops to obtain approval
for its projects.
Industry undertakes environmental
assessments, it prepares and implements management
plans and it monitors its environmental performance. The
general community does very little of these things for their
own activities and yet their environmental impacts are
greater than those of industry – it’s the community that
creates the sewage, drives the vehicles, burns the wood,
uses the electricity, and clears the trees for crops and houses,
all without impact assessments … and it’s the community
that buys the products of the industries that it rails against.
Amongst this gloom, what should environmental
practitioners do? Is there a way out of the dark ages?
Well, yes. I think that there is. But it requires effort
and hard work. And usually it is at odds with populist
thinking. It requires critical thinking. Environmental
practitioners have a responsibility to think critically and to
help the community do the same.
What is critical thinking? There are formal definitions
that could put us to sleep. Perhaps the simplest way of
describing is to think of it in related terms like scientific
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thinking, rational thinking, skeptical thinking and logical
thinking. Basically, it means a way of thinking by which
your view on any particular matter is determined by the
evidence, irrespective of any obscuring fluff, spin, emotion
or peer group pressure.
Interestingly and importantly, critical thinking does not
come naturally to most people. It usually has to be learned.
It’s hard work and it goes against the natural tendencies
given to us by natural selection and evolution. The more
you do it the easier it becomes but it always requires you to
say, “what is the evidence telling me?”
Critical thinking minimises the risk of falling for what
are nicely labelled “logical fallacies” and I’d like to use
these as a way of highlighting how environmental thinking
is often anything but critical.
To do this, I have borrowed (not all 20) from a list of
the Top 20 Logical Fallacies from my favourite podcast, the
Skeptics Guide to the Universe. This is a weekly podcast
that is always very informative and entertaining, and I
highly recommend it.
In the following list, I have
retained the original explanations
of what the fallacies mean because
they are interesting in themselves.
For each logical fallacy I provide
an environmental example.
I
acknowledge that my examples
are all of illogical opposition
to developments, and that
examples of illogical support for
developments could no doubt
also be found. However, the bias
is consistent with the theme of my
talk – examples in opposition far
outweigh examples in support.
These examples can help us
think about the traps that we
could fall into, and therefore help
prepare ourselves and others to
avoid them. By being aware of
these traps, and working hard
to stop being sucked into the
irrational side of environmental
debates, we can help to extract environmental decision
making from an irrational mire of ill-informed public catchcries and try and focus assessment attention on where it
should be – environmental science.
These are things we can and should do as individual
environmental practitioners. I’d like to also offer some
thoughts on the environmental assessment process itself.
In Australia, different states have their own assessment
processes under their own particular legislation but
assessments typically involve the preparation of an
environmental effects report of some form (the name varies
from state to state). Usually, the assessment documentation
includes both a description of the development proposal and
a description of how it will be environmentally managed, all
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integrated into a single document, for a single decision.
In concept, this is a neat idea and it has served us
reasonably well – for assessments that have a low public
profile, that is. I don’t think it is ideal for projects that have
a high public profile, however. Once an assessment gets
into the public arena in a big way, it moves onto another
planet, Planet Panic.
On high profile projects, the ever increasing assessment
demands that I’ve described above mean that the
environmental effects report is becoming increasingly
difficult and costly for developers to prepare (expenditure
that must be incurred even before they know whether they
have a project or not) and for regulators to assess, while
the likelihood of the public firstly reading and secondly
understanding the mass of technical documentation
prepared for the assessment is becoming less and less.
Regulators feel public pressure too. The public throw
darts at unpopular development proposals, and the more
controversial a project is, the more darts that are thrown in
the hope that the project will bleed to death. Regulators –

being human - tend to protect themselves from criticism of
inadequate assessment by hanging a study or management
plan requirement on every dart that sticks, and even some
that fall to the ground. All the darts hurt equally and
tend to be given equal treatment, regardless of their true
environmental validity or priority.
I think the result is that environmental assessments on
publicly controversial projects are becoming too big, too
all-encompassing, too know-it-all. The Overcautionary
Principle is replacing the the Precautionary Principle.
Assessments are becoming shrouded in a fog of information,
through which only populist misinformation emerges.
Developers are often forced by public pressure to spend
money on environmentally insignificant but politically

significant issues, just to jump through the approval
hoops. This money would be far better spent on actual
environmental management of the development itself – it
would result in a better environmental outcome.
To fix these problems, on projects that have a high public
interest, it would be nice if the development proposal and
the environmental management parts of assessments could
be separated into distinct
assessment processes.
This may seem like a
retrograde step because
their integration a couple
of decades ago was
at the time seen as an
improvement. However,
I’m not arguing that we
go back to where we were – rather, we should separate
them as a better way forward. To their credit, regulators
are pragmatic and in effect do this to some extent already
under the current systems – they often grant an approval
conditional on environmental management plans being
prepared for approval later. However, the current systems
force regulators to tinker at the edges like this, and I think
their pragmatism highlights the need for a system change.
On high profile projects, I think that the development
proposal assessment should come first. Proponents would
describe their proposal and key environmental issues.
The assessment authority would review the description
and issue guidelines identifying threshold environmental
requirements that must be satisfied for the project to be
allowed to proceed. The threshold requirements would
be restricted to go/no-go matters, asking the question: Is
their anything fundamental that means that the proposal
must be refused? Examples might include the potential
for irreparable environmental harm, the unavoidable loss
of a major population of a critically endangered threatened
species or the emission of a pollutant for which there is
no available technology that could achieve water quality
objectives in the project’s receiving environment.

The proponent would then undertake studies and
investigations and prepare a threshold requirement report,
which would be subjected to a public assessment process.
There could be different levels of assessment, depending
on the scale of the development and the importance of
the threshold issues. The outcome of this assessment
would be a go/no-go decision on whether the project can
proceed in principle. The decision would be based on very
focussed, make-or-break considerations, without the fog of
information demands and overload from matters that are
not fundamental.
If the decision is favourable to the proponent, this would
not mean that they could go out and start building, only that
they could now move on to the environmental management
phase of the assessment. However, they would move to this
phase in the knowledge that there is nothing fundamentally
flawed with the proposal that would see their investment
in the studies and investigations needed to prepare the
environmental management plans wasted by a belated
refusal due to something that was fundamental.
In the environmental management assessment phase,
the assessment authority would issue guidelines and the
proponent would prepare an environmental management
plan to address those guidelines. The plan would then
be advertised for public
comment
and
the
authority would assess
the plan, taking public
comments into account,
and requiring it to be
amended as necessary. If
the assessment authority
is satisfied with the final
plan, it would be approved and the project could then
proceed. If the proponent cannot prepare a satisfactory
environmental management plan, the project could not
proceed. Appeal rights would be restricted to whether the
environmental management plan decision is reasonable
(there would be no reopening of threshold issues).
The above suggestions might be seen as favouring
developers but this is a misreading. Such a process
certainly would make it easier for developers to understand
and address what’s environmentally important and it
would allow them to better target their assessment money
and efforts but this does not mean that their environmental
obligations would be weakened in any way.
On the contrary, it means that the information
prepared and used for the assessment of their
proposal will be targeted, relevant and efficient. Decision
making can then itself be more targeted, relevant and
efficient. Importantly, the environmental debate about the
project could therefore be more rational (entirely rational
is a forlorn hope) and the environmental management
measures that emerge would reflect environmental science,
not political sensitivities. The environment would be the
beneficiary.

“The public grabs onto simple
messages, and lets complex
ones slip through.”
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Common Logical Fallacies Examples in Environmental Management
Dr Ian Woodward

Ad hominem (attacking the person)
An ad hominem argument is one that attempts to counter another’s claims or conclusions by attacking the person,
rather than addressing the argument itself. True believers will often commit this fallacy by countering the arguments
of skeptics by stating that skeptics are closed minded. Skeptics, on the other hand, may fall into the trap of dismissing
the claims of UFO believers, for example, by stating that people who believe in UFOs are crazy or stupid.

Environmental example:
This is very common. Opponents of a development will demonise the developer, attacking them personally (whether
it be a company or the head of a company) irrespective of the science of the proposed development. Human nature
being what it is, this is a very effective tactic. The public is easily led to hate a demonised proponent, and this shifts
the assessment attention away from environmental considerations and replaces them with a choice between good and
evil. And given such a (false) choice, who in their right mind would choose evil? Environmental practitioners may
also be the victims of such attacks, with opponents of a development attempting to discredit a consultant’s science by
arguing that the consultant was engaged by the evil developer, so how can they be trusted?

Argument from authority
Stating that a claim is true because a person or group of perceived
authority says it is true. Often this argument is implied by
emphasizing the many years of experience, or the formal degrees held
by the individual making a specific claim. It is reasonable to give more
credence to the claims of those with the proper background, education,
and credentials, or to be suspicious of the claims of someone making
authoritative statements in an area for which they cannot demonstrate
expertise. But the truth of a claim should ultimately rest on logic and
evidence, not the authority of the person promoting it.

Environmental example:
This is a classic in environmental debates, usually twisted not towards
alternative scientific authorities but rather to celebrities of one form or
another (film stars, musicians, television personalities), who are rolled
out in protest campaigns. People know these celebrities, think they’re
important because they’re public figures, and see them as having an
aura of credibility for those reasons alone. In fact, on the technicalities
of environmental science these sorts of celebrities are probably among
the most scientifically ignorant of our society (they are more likely to
have studied arts than science), yet their opposition to projects is seen
as confirmation that opposition is the right thing.

Argument from personal incredulity
I cannot explain or understand this, therefore it cannot be true. Creationists are fond of arguing that they cannot
imagine the complexity of life resulting from blind evolution, but that does not mean life did not evolve.

Environmental example:
“I just can’t believe that something that big won’t destroy the environment, so it must be stopped.”
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Confusing association with causation
This fallacy is often used to give a statistical correlation a causal interpretation. For example, during the 1990s both
religious attendance and illegal drug use have been on the rise. It would be a fallacy to conclude that therefore,
religious attendance causes illegal drug use. It is also possible that drug use leads to an increase in religious attendance,
or that both drug use and religious attendance are increased by a third variable, such as an increase in societal unrest.
It is also possible that both variables are independent of one another, and it is mere coincidence that they are both
increasing at the same time. A corollary to this is the invocation of this logical fallacy to argue that an association does
not represent causation, rather it is more accurate to say that correlation does not necessarily mean causation, but it
can. Also, multiple independent correlations can point reliably to a causation, and that would be a reasonable line of
argument.

Environmental example:
This is very common in the climate change debate. While the evidence for human-induced climate change is very
strong, that does not mean that the current drought, or the next cyclone or the next flood is caused by global warming.
These events may be entirely unrelated to climate change. While it is a good thing that climate change has finally
made it onto the public stage, it has done so with a bang and we now have to be careful that we don’t wrongly
ascribe every extreme weather event to climate change. There has always been and always will be extreme weather,
regardless of what may or may not be happening on the wider climate scale.

False dichotomy
Arbitrarily reducing a set of many possibilities to only two. For example,
“if you’re not for us, you’re against us.” This fallacy can also be used to
oversimplify a continuum of variation to two black and white choices.
For example, science and pseudoscience are not two discrete entities,
but rather the methods and claims of all those who attempt to explain
reality fall along a continuum from one extreme to the other.

Environmental example:
Environmental debates often get reduced to a black and white position
of “if there is any risk then the project must not proceed, regardless of its
benefits.” In fact, everything we do carries risk and we constantly make
risk-weighted judgements. The same should be true for environmental
decisions – environmental risk needs to be weighed against economic
and social benefits, and a risk-weighted decision made, not a black
and white decision. Black and white – yes or no – decisions may be
appropriate for conservation decisions but not for environmental
decisions.

Inconsistency
Applying criteria or rules to one belief, claim, argument, or position but not to others. For example, some consumer
advocates argue that we need stronger regulation of prescription drugs to ensure their safety and effectiveness, but at
the same time argue that medicinal herbs should be sold with no regulation for either safety or effectiveness.

Environmental example:
This is almost ubiquitous in the public’s attitude to environmental impacts, particularly comparing their demands
on industry for (more costly) higher environmental performance with the community’s own unwillingness to pay
(through higher rates and taxes) for improvements to their own environmental performance (eg. improved sewage
treatment, reduced carbon emissions from petrol use).
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Moving the goalpost
A method of denial by arbitrarily moving the criteria for “proof” or acceptance out of range of whatever evidence
currently exists.

Environmental example:
Moving the goalpost is common in environmental assessments. For example, environmental guidelines, such as
emission limit concentrations, may be set for developers to meet and then when they demonstrate that they will in
fact better them, the limits are tightened further to reflect those lower levels.
Usually, the defence against moving the goal posts like this is that it is driving continual environmental
improvement. However, this is after-the-fact reasoning and is reduction for reduction’s sake. There may be no
tangible environmental benefit from the lower limits - the implicit presumption being that lowering always achieves a
better environmental outcome, which itself is a logical fallacy. For example, the limits for, say, nutrients may already
be much lower than what comes from nearby natural sources, and forcing lower limits on the development may have
no tangible benefit.
The moving goalpost is also very common in “dinner party” discussions. Someone might say that they are
opposed to a development for reason X, which could be countered by evidence demonstrating that reason X is wrong.
The person then shifts their ground with a “yes but” argument that moves onto reason Y.

Ad ignorantiam
(argument from ignorance)
The argument from ignorance basically states that a
specific belief is true because we don’t know that it
isn’t true. Defenders of extrasensory perception, for
example, will often overemphasize how much we do
not know about the human brain. UFO proponents
will often argue that an object sighted in the sky is
unknown, and therefore it is an alien spacecraft.

Environmental example:
In environmental debates, this might appear in the form
of: “You haven’t surveyed every square metre of your
proposed mine site, so there are probably threatened
species that you’ve missed. Your development will
therefore destroy them, so it shouldn’t go ahead.”

Non-sequitur
In Latin this term translates to “doesn’t follow”. This refers to an argument in which the conclusion does not necessarily
follow from the premises. In other words, a logical connection is implied where none exists.

Environmental example:
The original environmental Precautionary Principle has, in my view, the distinction of being one of the mostly poorly
worded principles around. Maybe the bureaucrats were in a hurry in the back rooms of the Rio convention but
somehow they managed to get a triple negative into it: ‘…absence of certainty…shall not be used…to postpone…’.
Nevertheless, it is an important and useful principle. It was quickly adopted in environmental legislation around the
world, including Australia, and is now as entrenched as the QWERTY keyboard. However, it is often misappropriated
by the public to argue that unless a proponent can prove that their project won’t have some particular environmental
impact, the project should not be approved. It doesn’t follow from the precautionary principle that developers must
prove a negative. The Precautionary Principle is not a hat stand on which to hang every opposition to a project.
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Straw man
Arguing against a position which you create specifically to be easy to argue against, rather than the position actually
held by those who oppose your point of view.

Environmental example:
This is very common in controversial environmental debates. At a project-scale, for example, there are two pulp
mills that are proposed in Tasmania. One is the real mill that will actually be built and the other is the fantasy mill
that opponents have created in the public’s mind. The fantasy mill has all sorts of nasty environmental impacts,
none of which are supported by real-mill science. It is the fantasy mill that the opponents are attacking, not the real
mill. At a smaller scale, the straw man fallacy is manifest by opponents selectively picking bits of information from a
proponent’s assessment, or selectively quoting them out of context. They re-present this information to the public to
make it seem that the proponent has done or said something outrageous. They then attack those self-created outrages.

Slippery slope
This logical fallacy is the argument that a position is not consistent
or tenable because accepting the position means that the extreme of
the position must also be accepted. But moderate positions do not
necessarily lead down the slippery slope to the extreme.

Environmental example:
This is probably more common in planning decisions than in
environmental decisions. The argument typically goes something like:
how could this development possibly be approved because if it is, there
will be a rash of similar applications and we’ll be smothered by them?

Tautology
A tautology is an argument that utilizes circular reasoning, which means that the conclusion is also its own premise.
The structure of such arguments is A=B therefore A=B, although the premise and conclusion might be formulated
differently so it is not immediately apparent as such. For example, saying that therapeutic touch works because
it manipulates the life force is a tautology because the definition of therapeutic touch is the alleged manipulation
(without touching) of the life force.

Environmental example:
An environmental example of this fallacy is the argument that a development must be bad, otherwise everyone
wouldn’t be opposing it.

Tu quoque
Literally, “you too”. This is an attempt to justify wrong action because someone else also does it. “My evidence may
be invalid, but so is yours.”

Environmental example:
An example might be arguing that a particular development should be refused because a similar one was refused due
to public outrage somewhere else.
Suggested Podcasts : Skeptics Guide to the Universe - Point of Inquiry - The Skeptic Zone
Suggested Reading : Don’t Believe Everything You Think: The 6 Basics - Mistakes We Make in Thinking (Thomas Kida) Mistakes Were Made (But Not By Me): Why We Justify Foolish Beliefs,
Bad Decisions, and Hurtful Acts (Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson) - Predictably Irrational: The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions (Dan Ariely) - Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the
Madness of Crowds (Charles Mackay)
Source of original Top 20 Fallacies: www.theskepticsguide.org/logicalfallacies.asp
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Report

An Introduction to
Parapsychology
A Skeptic gets Schooled
Kylie Sturgess is a former high-school teacher turned M.Ed student, blogger and
educational researcher. She is currently working on a survey with Dr Martin
Bridgstock on paranormal, pseudoscientific and conspiracy theory beliefs. Hear
Kylie’s reports on The Skeptic Zone Podcast. kylie@skepticzone.tv
I was boarding a flight, from
Singapore to London, when I zipped
a mobile phone text-message to my
husband – to quickly sign me up for
the first round of an online course
in Parapsychology before places ran
out. I knew that when I landed, I was
going to have to explain myself. For
thirteen hours of flight time, I had
some time to ponder about it!
Close acquaintances exclaimed
in bemused horror when I eagerly
talked about what I planned to do –
“but they’re the weirdos who believe
it all, aren’t they?” One even pointed
out that when she heard that I was
studying anything to do with the
paranormal in the first place, she
thought I must be certifiably mad. “If
you come out of this tipping tables
and flashing those funny-shape cards
everywhere you go…”
So what led me to try a ten-week
online course called ‘Introduction to
Parapsychology’? There are a few
reasons why – firstly, the course is run
by the Koestler Parapsychology Unit,
based in the Psychology Department
at the University of Edinburgh.
Although it is a non-accredited
course, meaning that there is no
formal assessment or qualification
gained, it appeared to be good value
as an authoritative unit on the subject
of Parapsychology, due to its history
as an institution and the people
involved. The course-coordinator, Dr
Caroline Watt, even co-authored the
fifth edition of ‘An Introduction to
Parapsychology’, the most frequently
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adopted text by those presenting
academic courses on parapsychology
and anomalistic psychology. I had
come across her work in conjunction
with well-known skeptical figure, Dr
Richard Wiseman, when doing my
own M.Ed studies on paranormal
belief. In fact, Wiseman did his Ph.D.
in Psychology under the supervision
of Edinburgh’s first Koestler Professor

“The debunkers are
probably right, but
they’re no fun to visit
a graveyard with.”

of Parapsychology, Robert L. Morris.
Within the UK and on the
European continent, there appears
to be a well-established number of
parapsychology research groups
situated within higher education
institutions - for example, the
Centre for the Study of Anomalous
Psychological Processes at the
University of Northampton, and the
Anomalistic Psychology Research
Unit
at
Goldsmiths
College,
University of London (the alma mater
of another researcher I greatly admire,
Dr Krissie Wilson of the University
of Tasmania). With representatives

of these and many other institutions
contributing to the mp3 digitally
recorded interviews featured in the
course, it just wasn’t a resource I
was going to pass up on! The course
offers insights by not only those who
work within Parapsychology, but
also its critics – contributors such as
Professor James Alcock, Professor
Stephen Braude, Professor Donald
West, Professor Chris French, Dr
Dean Radin and Professor Deborah
Delanoy. They discussed the history
of Parapsychology, theories of Psi,
ESP, belief in the paranormal and the
future of such studies.
In addition, early on in my
studies on paranormal belief, it was
Dr Caroline Watt herself who kindly
forwarded a paper by Harvey J. Irwin,
the other co-author of the course text
book. She sent me a copy of a paper
later published in the European
Journal of Parapsychology: ‘The
Measurement of Superstitiousness
as a Component of Paranormal
Belief: Some Critical Reflections’. It
concluded with:
The construction of a psychometrically
adequate index of superstitiousness as a
component of paranormal belief would
therefore be a challenging project but not a
daunting one. Had I the funds, statistical
resources, and youthful energy, I would
happily undertake this work myself, but
now in semi-retirement I live in the hope
that other researchers will take up the
challenge.
Reading books like Spook – Science
Tackles the Afterlife by Mary Roach

Report

has also been quite encouraging
in this regard; she wrote an article
on the late Robert L. Morris of the
University of Edinburgh’s telepathy
work years ago and mentioned how
he had cooperated with the skeptic
group CSICOP (Committee for the
Scientific Investigation of Claims
of the Paranormal, now CSI). She
talked with eager curiosity and even a
certain amount of affection about her
adventures investigating spiritualists,
the Princeton Engineering Anomalies
Research (PEAR) labs, including a
humorous account of testing Gary
Schwartz’s claims. If Mary Roach can
do it – then why can’t I?
One comment Roach made in
her book has lingered with me
– “The debunkers are probably
right, but they’re no fun to visit a
graveyard with.” So, how much
fun are Parapsychologists anyway?
Because I already did know that I
enjoyed the company of skeptics who
did investigate paranormal claims.
Would it be even more enjoyable?
An even bigger question, would I
discover evidence that would change
my mind?
The course began with signing
onto the University of Edinburgh’s
WebCT, joining a class of twenty
individuals from all over the world,
including Australia, Quebec, Greece,
Portugal, and Costa Rica. Split into
teams of two, we brainstormed

names for our groups (‘Gorillas
United’, ‘Robbie William’s Pants’ and
‘Pelicans Ahoy’ did not, tragically,
make the cut) and my own group,
‘Pilot Minds’, settled into the weekly
paper readings and mp3 downloads.
Since I was travelling during the
months that the course was run, it
was very useful to load up my iPod
with the lectures and keep the pdfs on
my laptop hard-drive for reading on
long flights.
The course set a timetable of
assignments, where in our discussion
groups each student was asked to
write one ‘blog’ (a brief statement of
their thoughts and opinions on a topic)
to get a discussion going. Having run
a skeptical blog, PodBlack Cat, for
over a year, it seemed a fairly straightforward request. I was allocated a
week that looked at the question “Are
parapsychologists just jumping on
the ‘weird physics’ bandwagon?” - a
very challenging topic that required
additional reading just to figure out
what quantum physics involved in
the first place! The method of posting
these blogs was done on a standard
forum board, threaded so we could
keep track of each other’s responses.
I think I was very fortunate with
the class I was put in; from the start
it was obvious that we were a very
mixed bunch with magicians and
psychics, keen Psychology buffs and
those just plain curious about the

course. I did notice that one participant
in the other group had some rather
passionate pro-ESP views that were
accompanied by equally passionate
over-application
of
punctuation
marks, but overall people were highly
respectful, literate and keen to click
on links and references that defended
our views on each topic. I regret
that the course concluded before
I could fully respond to a fellow
student who discussed what they
saw as flaws in skeptical approaches
to Parapsychology and why they
challenged the views of one of the
course’s interviewees.
I was quite intrigued by an
optional questionnaire posted at the
beginning and the conclusion of the
course, which investigated our very
own beliefs about the paranormal. I
mused openly on the course forum
that it could be a very interesting
paper topic in itself and I hope that
it is considered in the future! I would
say that by the conclusion, I am
probably not any more convinced
about the existence of psi or ESP, but
since the course encouraged the terms
‘advocates’ and ‘counter-advocates’
to describe people defending their
beliefs/disbeliefs
respectively,
I
feel I am more committed to seeing
skepticism as a true ‘middle-position’
on claims of the paranormal. Mary
Roach might very well have to change
her book to say that a mixture of the
skeptical and the believer can make
for a very fascinating and challenging
experience.
At the conclusion of the
course, I learned that the Koestler
Parapsychology Unit was awarded
a grant from the Bial Foundation to
investigate recurrent paranormal
experiences including poltergeists.
The website for the course is hosted
at:
www.koestler-parapsychology.psy.
ed.ac.uk/teachingOpenStudies.html
The second round of the course
commenced in February 2009; the
third and fourth rounds of the course
begin in April and September.
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Interview

An Interview with Dr Caroline Watt
Kylie Sturgess
Kylie Sturgess: Who is interested in taking this course?

Dr Watt: I see parapsychology as an interdisciplinary
problem area, involving psychology, physics, and
philosophy, amongst others. I think quite a few researchers
use alternative terms such as anomalistic psychology,
because such terms are quite broad, encompassing both
the psi hypothesis, as well as other
possible explanations for paranormal
experiences such as misjudgements of
probability, etc.

Dr Caroline Watt: If you are interested in parapsychology
then there are some good reasons why you might be
interested in the course. Firstly, because the course is online,
there are no geographical limitations
to participation - so long as you have
a reliable internet connection, you can
join in. Secondly, it is a non-accredited
course, so no prior qualifications are
required to join. This is wonderful
for members of the public who want
to expand their personal knowledge
about parapsychology.
Perhaps most importantly, I think
it is quite difficult to get reliable
information about parapsychology
- there’s a lot of nonsense written
about this subject. But this course
comes from a highly-respected centre
for parapsychological research, and
is designed to provide a balanced
picture of the field and to stimulate
critical thinking about ostensibly
paranormal experiences.
Dr Caroline Watt
Kylie Sturgess: What struck me first about the course
description was your own views on psi, where although
you point out that research into psi should be taken
seriously, you also say “parapsychologists do not yet have
a good understanding of the factors associated with abovechance psi task performance.” What do you consider will
help take study of psi to this next level?
Dr Watt: The field has to be better organised. There are so
few people doing parapsychology research, and there are
lots of different research questions and methods being used.
I think progress would be helped if researchers formed
groups and worked systematically on a small number of
areas that they agreed were most promising. Also, more
funding would be a great help, since it would bring more
researchers into the field.
Kylie Sturgess: One of the big questions that I had from
the course was whether it was true that Parapsychology
is becoming ‘re-branded’ as Anomalistic Psychology or if
people were unaware that Parapsychology issues and topics
are cropping up in many different disciplines. Are people on
the whole resistant to Parapsychology as a science?
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Kylie Sturgess: What do you
attribute to the ‘boom’ in studying
Parapsychology in the UK?

Dr Watt: Parapsychology has been
studied in UK universities for years,
and I think researchers have worked
well to integrate themselves with their
academic colleagues. In Edinburgh,
at the Koestler Parapsychology Unit,
literally dozens of students have
obtained psychology PhDs focussing
on parapsychological topics. Many
of these have gone on to work in
psychology departments elsewhere
in the UK, and because they received
good training in methodology and critical thinking under
the supervision of the former Koestler Professor, Robert
Morris, they can make a useful academic contribution in
their new posts, both in teaching and in research.
Kylie Sturgess: You mention on your FAQ (on the
course website) that you have not personally experienced
paranormal phenomena. How many people, in your
experience, seek out serious study of Parapsychology due
to a personal experience?
Dr Watt: I would say less than half. Many - like myself - are
simply driven by intellectual curiosity and a desire to know
what science has to say about people’s paranormal beliefs
and experiences. Also, it is just plain interesting!
Kylie Sturgess: The interviews with a range of psychologists,
parapsychologists, skeptical investigators and scientists were a
prominent feature and a highly informative aspect of the course
- what was it like to get everyone’s input and were there any
hurdles (I personally got a good laugh from the sound of a ‘tiger
growling’ turning out to be a coffee cup being placed down
during one interview - technology can be a factor, I guess!)

Interview
Dr Watt: Yes, that was one of my earlier interviews, before
I learned about the acoustic hazards of coffee cups! I am
glad to say that every person I asked for an interview
was most gracious and enthusiastic about participating. I
really enjoyed speaking to such a diverse, informed and
interesting group of individuals, and from the feedback I
got from students on the course, I was delighted to see how
much they valued the interviews.
Kylie Sturgess: ‘Netiquette’ or behaving respectfully can
be difficult for anyone online - from my own experiences, I
saw no upset reactions but it is possible for an off-the-cuff
participant remark like “people who haven’t experienced
psi are liars” to be taken personally. With a subject like
Parapsychology,
was
it
a challenge to provide
discussion
topics
that
would promote productive
discussion rather than ‘flame
wars’?
Dr Watt: It probably depends
a lot on the composition and
dynamics of each discussion
group. So far I haven’t had
any problems - students are
well-advised
beforehand
about appropriate behaviour.
Also, the discussion groups
are moderated and if
anything unpleasant kicks
off, the relevant posts
would be removed and the
group would be reminded
about netiquette. If anyone
persisted in misbehaving,
I could prevent them from
participation
altogether.
However, I think most
individuals are smart enough to realise that lively but
respectful discussion is to everyone’s benefit. There are so
many interesting issues in parapsychology that it is really
not difficult to find topics that stimulate discussion.
Kylie Sturgess: The course description explicitly said
“What the course will not teach you: how to be ‘psychic’;
how to read minds; how to hunt for ghosts etc.,” yet one
of the discussions within the course touched upon the way
some people might contact Parapsychologists because they
may believe they have these abilities or be distressed about
phenomena. What might skeptics not know about what
parapsychology can offer to the community?
Dr Watt: Most parapsychologists are not themselves
clinicians and therefore should not attempt to ‘treat’
people who are seriously distressed about their ostensibly
paranormal experiences. However, many parapsychology

units are approached in this way by distressed members of
the public, and have formed links with suitably qualified
colleagues, such as clinical psychologists, to whom
distressed individuals can be referred. There is a growing
field called Clinical Parapsychology which focuses more on
the clinical aspects of paranormal experiences. One issue
is that individuals who are in the early stages of psychotic
disorders may experience hallucinations or delusional
beliefs and interpret these as paranormal experiences.
These individuals may contact parapsychology units rather
than clinicians in the first instance. Parapsychologists could
help in the early detection of problems in these individuals.
These issues are discussed further in the following article
by my colleagues in the Koestler Unit: Coelho, Tierney &
Lamont (2008) Contacts by
distressed individuals to UK
parapsychology and anomalous
experience academic research
units - a retrospective survey
looking to the future European
Journal of Parapsychology,
23.1, 31-59.
Kylie Sturgess: Finally - does
Parapsychology need the
skeptical? And vice versa?
There was some discussion
within the course about
what constituted a helpful
skeptical attitude and how
skeptical Parapsychologists
really were on the whole.
Dr Watt: Yes, skeptics are
crucial to parapsychology,
with one important caveat
- they must be wellinformed about the actual
published research literature
in parapsychology, both methodology and findings.
Uninformed skeptics are wasting their own and everyone
else’s time. As to your second question - skepticism is wider
than parapsychology, but for those skeptics focussing
on the paranormal, I suppose they need parapsychology
(narrowly defined as the field that attempts to use
controlled scientific methods to test the psi hypothesis)
to provide something to get their teeth into that is less
easy to dismiss than everyday experiences that are often
misinterpreted as being paranormal. However, I have
a quibble about your question! It assumes that skeptics
and parapsychologists are mutually exclusive groups.
Some of the best and most detailed criticism of
parapsychological research comes from parapsychologists
themselves. If we are being good scientists, we should all
be questioning and attempting to think critically whenever
we tackle the paranormal. So in that sense, we should all
be skeptics!
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Report

Protest Popemobile
The adventures of a Faux Pope
on World Catholic Youth Day
Ian Bryce is a rocket scientist and Challenge
Investigator for the Australian Skeptics $100,000 prize.
ianbryce@iinet.net.au
The Popemobile Protest was a parody of Pope Benedict’s
visit to Sydney for World Youth Day in July, 2008. This
was part of a major international event, held in a different
city every few years. World Youth Day attracts hundreds
of thousands of pilgrims from the host country, and from
around the world. However, some see this as part of a
latter-day Crusade.
I
organised
a
protest
during
the
event
www.worldTRUTHday.org. Together with the Secular
Party of Australia and Sydney Atheists, we created a “faux
Pope”, which became known as the Popemobile. This effigy
of the Pope was surrounded by a plexiglass enclosure,
which could be mounted on various vehicles, or carried
by four people, like a litter. It is decorated with signs that
condemn the human rights record of the Church.

A sign on the rear points out that Pope Benedict’s
previous job was Prefect of the former Office of the
Inquisition, a position he held for 24 years. He has defended
this job with, “Remember, the Inquisition represented
progress - people could no longer be sentenced without an
investigation.”
One concern was a last-minute regulation that was
invented. A new rule under The World Youth Day Act
gave increased powers to authorities, including banning
behaviour which “causes annoyance or inconvenience to
participants in a World Youth Day event.”
We decided to proceed, arguing that the Pope was
inconveniencing Sydney with a retinue of pilgrims. And
isn’t his stance on condoms annoying to those dying of
AIDS and overpopulation?

Ian Bryce and the fake Popemobile
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Report
So, we set off to drive around Sydney, with due care
and attention. There were three types of reaction from
pedestrians and motorists:
1. Unobservant – many people walked right
past the Popemobile without noticing it.
2. Offence – a few people showed immediate
puzzlement followed by anger that
someone was parodying their idol.
3. Delight – most people showed immediate
amusement and laughter, often followed
by a sign of approval such as a smile, a
thumbs up, a wave, toot, or a comment.
We stopped outside the Sydney Skeptics in the Pub that
was in full swing at the time, and the group came outside
to cheer us on.
The best exposure was when we found a busy place to
park, such as outside the Art Gallery. At many places we
were moved on by rangers or police with the warning, “you
need a licence to advertise or protest here.”
I soon received a call. “Is that the Popemobile? Mr
Bryce? This is the World Youth Day Investigations Unit
of the New South Wales Police. We would like to talk to
you…” Soon thereafter, three police paid me a visit. They
had seen the video on Youtube, and wanted to ensure I was
aware of the laws, regulations and the need to obey police
directions.
A week later, the North Sydney Police detained me

in regards to the event. They were very creative in trying
to make something stick. They went over the vehicle but
could not fault it, and eventually issued a Defect Notice
putting me off the road, with the charge of, “Having a roof
ornament likely to distract motorists.” This charge was
created under the category “Vehicle defect – other.”
Anyway, some good came of this. Channel Nine were
there, waiting for the “Stations of the Cross”, the depiction
of the final hours of Jesus. Since they were there, the station
filmed us too. They featured the Popemobile, the police,
and me, early in their News that evening.
The following week I phoned a vehicle inspection
station to arrange for the removal of The Popemobile, now
known as “a roof ornament.” The manager replied, “Oh,
that must be the Popemobile!” We were suddenly a part of
Sydney culture!
With help from the NSW Council for Civil Liberties, I
have now decided to contest the charges in court. I intend
to ask; can police can make up a vehicle defect on the spot?
And are there not many fixed and mobile advertisements
(including roof ornaments) designed to distract
motorists? Nowadays the Pope enclosure travels in a
hired white utility so it is covered up in transit. When
we can, we park and uncover it where we can get some
exposure. We led the recent NoToPope protest and march
from Taylor Square. We’ve also taken the Popemobile to
several fairs, and we’re booked to attend the next Sydney
Mardi Gras parade!
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Book Review
The Templars: History and Myth
By Michael Haag - Profile Books Ltd - 368 pages - ISBN 1846681480
Rob Hardy
robhardy@earthlink.net
“If you’ll allow me,” says a conspiracy-inciting character
in Umberto Eco’s novel Foucault’s Pendulum, “I’ll add
a fundamental axiom: The Templars have something to do
with everything.” They certainly have something to do
with popular books and movies. It didn’t start with The
Da Vinci Code; the Templar knights play a role in Ivanhoe.
They are the origin of the ornament so earnestly sought
in The Maltese Falcon. They are reputed to be involved in
every secret organization
from the Masons to the New
World Order promoted by
the Skull and Bones at Yale.
It’s a stretch to imagine
that
Crusader
knights,
disbanded in 1312, would
still be exerting their mystic
influence, but plenty of
people are ready to make
that stretch. They aren’t the
sort to read The Templars:
History and Myth (Profile
Books), a wide-ranging, factfilled, and lively account
by Michael Haag, but this
history provides enough
stuff to wonder at. There
are wonders within the
history of the Templars,
to be sure, and mysteries
about how they came to be
destroyed and then came to
be deployed as a cornerstone
of the world’s conspiracy
theories. Haag, who has
written a guide to The
Da Vinci Code, as well as serious classical and medieval
histories, handles the confusion of the time of the Crusades
with particular clarity, but it has to be said he doesn’t clear
all the Templar mysteries away; there are too many of them,
from a time that lacks documentation, and we can count on
conspiracy theorists to continue to fill in the blanks.
Haag starts his history with Solomon who built a temple
in Jerusalem on what is called Temple Mount, housing the
Ark of the Covenant, but the Assyrians captured Jerusalem
in 586 BC, destroying the temple. A second temple on the
spot was built, but destroyed in 135 AD by the Romans

Page 46 • The Skeptic • March 2009

who put up a temple to Jupiter. In 622, Mohammed began
uniting Arab tribes; he believed that his revelations, the basis
of the Koran, were identical to the concepts of Christianity
and Judaism, and he was shocked that these other religions
didn’t take up his own with alacrity. Temple Mount became
holy to Islam, for it was there that Mohammed ascended
with Gabriel for a view of heaven. The Dome of the Rock
Mosque was built, only to become the Temple of the Lord
when the Crusaders took over. They weren’t known as
Crusaders at the time; the term “Crusade” was used only
after the Crusades were over. “Armed pilgrims” was the
way of thinking of the invaders, and while they could moreor-less secure the cities, they could not protect themselves
or fellow travelers so well on the roads of the pilgrimage.
When Hugh of Paynes,
a knight from Champagne,
proposed that the knights
form
a
contemplative,
monastic order in the region,
King Baldwin II of Jerusalem
proposed instead that the
knights take their vows
of chastity, poverty, and
obedience, but also retain
their weapons to defend
pilgrims against brigands
and rapists.
The first vows were
taken in 1119, with the order
taking the name The Poor
Fellow-Soldiers of Christ;
when the King moved out
of the former mosque on
Temple Mount he had been
using for his palace, he
gave it to the order, and so
they became known as the
Templars. Haag says that
they were genuinely poor,
dressing only in donated
clothes. The order would
become fabulously wealthy, though, and the knights might
take up weapons and fancy distinctive uniforms of a white
tunic bearing a broad red cross, but they continued to
aspire to individual poverty and piety. They were put in
possession of great castles throughout the Holy Land, and
their monastic vows combined with military discipline to
make these not only castles but monasteries. They were
not fanatics who were eager to do battle with the infidel
anywhere, anytime. They were often a restraining force on
the Christian counts and kings of the area who had personal
ambitions. The knights were often an advanced army

against the Muslims, and served well as a military force,
but few of the members of the order were actual knights or
combatants. Beside the troops needed to support knights
and horses in the field, there were plenty of administrators
for the enormous donations the Templars received. In
addition to donations, the knights became a sort of early
banking system, taking in deposit valuables from pilgrims
about to depart, and allowing them to withdraw funds
safely when they got to the Holy Land. The Templars
established financial networks everywhere there were
Christians, and became hugely wealthy.
The Crusades did not have long term success. Haag’s
history of the Crusades shows that medieval Christians
thought that God would express his judgments on the
battlefield, and that losses were a punishment for sins.
Repeated defeats in what was supposed to have been
a righteous war to regain Jesus’s territories in Jesus’s
name could only be rationalized not as punishment for
the generality of European Christians, but specifically for
the soldiers involved. The Templars thus became a target
for resentment. There were also those who resented, or
coveted, their wealth. Chief among these were King Philip
IV of France. With the loss of the Holy Land, Philip, who
owed the order money, ordered the arrest of Templars in
France. He took advantage of rumors about the scandalous
secret initiation ceremony, and he tortured the knights to
give false confessions and then burned them at the stake.
He pressured Pope Clement V to disband the Templars, and
Clement did so in 1312. The Pope, however, had cleared
them of heresy charges. A document discovered only in
2005 revealed that Clement had assessed that they did have
some peculiar initiation rituals, but that the rituals were

a form of acting out as if the initiate had been captured by
the infidels. They were accused of spitting on the crucifix
and practicing sodomy, but the charges did not stick.
Clement’s decision, however, did not become broadly
known, and Philip continued to persecute Templars and
take their possessions. The abrupt removal of a powerful
military and economic force from Europe, and the lack
of archival documentation about the Templars and their
heresy charge, meant that they were to be a fanciful
explanation for events long after they had been disbanded.
Templar enthusiasts maintain a lot of contradictory
claims. Haag has found some enthusiasts who say that
Templars were the first Europeans to get to America;
Templars had possession of the Ark of the Covenant;
they even had the Holy Grail, which only started as a
legend in a book from the thirteenth century, having no
previous history. They helped Robert the Bruce in his
fourteenth-century battles against the British, although
no one knew of this until Scottish Masons wrote up
the romantic story in 1843. The Masons in general
have been happy to draw on Templar lore. Thus the
Templars weave themselves into many areas where
conspiracy experts (or sensational novelists) see them
plainly and where historians cannot find them. Haag’s
entertaining book is good on both the history (going
back to David and Solomon) and on the many uses to
which the Templar legend has been put in novels, films,
and paranoia. You can even find here a website entirely
devoted to Templar history, selling Templar shirts,
hats, mugs, and teddy bears. And you can wonder just
where those profits are going.
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An Atheist in the Army
Roy Arnott is the Treasurer of Australian Skeptics Victorian Branch.
He enlisted in the CMF (later the Australian Army Reserve) in 1959
retiring as a Warrant Officer Class 2 in 1996. His civilian career was in
the Australian Public Service, mainly in Defence related departments.
arnottr1@bigpond.com

No Religion

Atheists in Foxholes

It started on Day 1. When I enlisted back in 1959, I got to
the question on the form about religion. I said that I didn’t
have one. The Attestation Officer said, “You have to be
something, I will put down Church of England.” Later,
when I knew a bit more about things than the average
recruit, I had my file corrected to read “No Religion.”
The Army personnel system does not have a
classification of “Atheist.”
I think the descriptor “No Religion” is fair enough. We
do not need to coin a word for other non believers – in, for
example, fairies, ghosts, or Easter Bunnies.
Institutionalised Christian ritual is the default condition
for Army culture, traditions and ceremonial. This paper
provides a commentary on this from the perspective and
experiences of an atheist member of the Australian Army.
I am quite comfortable being described as an atheist. It
is not an “admission”; it is a statement of fact.
The views here are mine. I am not seeking converts.
Readers can decide for themselves whether or not they
share any of my opinions.

It is often said by Christians, usually without much evidence
being offered, that there are no atheists in fox holes.
A recent example is from Military Bishop Max Davis:
Bishop Davis said Defence Force staff tended to be more
religious than the wider population. ‘As they said in the First
2
World War, there are no atheists in the foxholes’, he said.
The claim is absolute – “There are no atheists in fox
holes” To prove it wrong would require only one example.
Historian Michael McKernan puts a different view to
Davis:
Yes, you’ve got to remember, ..., that this is in France, in probably
1917, so a lot of water has flowed under the bridge. The AIF has now
its settled ways of thinking about itself, its own spirit and ethos. And
this clergyman who’s come from Australia without any, if you like,
indoctrination into that ethos, happily turns up at his battalion (and
there were usually two chaplains to each battalion, one Catholic and one
of another Protestant denomination) and says to his batman who he’s
only met for the first time, ‘Now tell me, my man, what is the religion
of the other chaplain attached to this battalion?’ And the batman looks
at him in complete confusion and says to him, ‘There’s no religion out
here, sir, we’re all brothers’. And that I think is an indication as to how
wrong the churches back home in Australia were getting the message.
They were saying that there are no atheists in foxholes, that war will
turn people to Christianity, that in times of great stress and national
concern, you need God. And what in fact the AIF was discovering was
that in those circumstances, what you need most of all are a few mates,
on whom you can rely, in a situation that is without any meaning at
3
all.
Moving forward to World War 2, Peter Brune describes
an incident in his account of the Papuan campaign:
The date was 22 January 1943. The last bastion had fallen
and, with its capture, the Japanese invasion of Papua which had
been halted at Milne Bay and along the Kokoda Trail, and all but
smashed on the beaches of Gona and Buna, was brought to its
final and irretrievable conclusion here at nearby Sananda.
One of the wounded digger’s mates went to a church parade
a day or so later. He knelt down and quietly observed the ritual.
But after a while he stood up. The priest looked at him with a
disapproving stare, but the soldier merely shook his head and
walked away. During that split second the soldier had lost his
faith, and had come to believe that there was no one out there to
4
help him and care for him but himself.

A changing society
In the 1921 Census, 96.9% of Australians described
themselves as Christians and only 0.5% as having no
religion. This was the cultural environment just
after the Great War in which ANZAC Day and other
commemorations commenced.
A question on religious affiliation has been asked in
every census taken in Australia, with the voluntary nature
of this question having been specifically stated since
1933. In 1971, the instruction ‘if no religion, write none’
was introduced. This saw a seven-fold increase from the
previous census year in the percentage of Australians
stating they had no religion. Since 1971, this percentage
has steadily increased.
In the 2006 census 18.7% stated that they had no
religion and 11.2% declined to answer the question on
religion. That is, 30% of respondents declined to state an
affiliation with any religion. It might be noted that the
total for “Christians” included 2.2 million babies
and children under 14 whose parents answered the
1
question for them on what they believed.

Page 48 • The Skeptic • March 2009

Article
Major General Paul Cullen served with distinction
during World War 2 in North Africa, Greece, Crete, and
on the Kokoda Track. He was raised in a Jewish family but
after the war he lost faith in Judaism and a belief in a God
5
and became an atheist. Paul Cullen spent a lot of time in
foxholes.
When one is told by a believer, “You might say that you
are an atheist, but one day when you are in danger you will
find God”, it can come across as smug arrogance.
The official line has not changed much in the past 100
years. To quote from a recent address by General Peter
Cosgrove:
There is an old saying with which many of you will be
familiar, “there are no atheists in foxholes.” This comes from one
of the great World Wars of our troubled past and continues to
have great relevance to the men and women we send in harm’s
way today. At times when the question of their own mortality is
writ large in their minds, their thoughts will turn to that axiom
of faith for us all, the conviction that there is a higher direction,
6
purpose and safeguard to our existence.
The above is from a speech at a prayer breakfast and
was taken from the Defence web page. If a future nonbeliever Chief of the Defence Force were to give a speech to,
say, the Humanist Society, one wonders whether it would
get a similar airing on the Defence site.

Just about every ship sitting on the bottom of the ocean
was blessed at its launch, but let us consider Army events.
On the face of it, it seems reasonable that members
should be able to organise ceremonies they consider fitting
to mark important events concerning their regiment.
However in practical terms a religious ceremony becomes
the default.
When a Regiment holds a commemoration for a
significant battle, a choice is not usually provided of having
a religious or secular version.
The only package available is wrapped in religion. I
attend these to pay my respects, on my own terms, to past
diggers and let the religious ritual go through to the keeper.
Planners of services for special occasions are told:
If non-Christians are likely to be present, the sensibilities of
8
their religions are to be borne in mind.
This is a nice touch for ecumenism. However, in
practical terms it would be difficult to do much about the
sensitivities of those present who would prefer that it was
not a religious ritual at all. Perhaps any sermons or orations
could refrain from predicting the fate of non-believers.

Commemorative events

The Army has identified a battle purpose in the fostering
of religious practice, the argument (possibly true) being
that those with a strong religious faith make good soldiers
(except perhaps: Quakers, Scientologists, Exclusive
Brethren and Mennonites).
The personal qualities of character that can ensure high
standards of conduct and which inspires courage and self-sacrifice
in a crisis can be developed by religious faith. Religious worship
is an important part of the development of such faith. Defence
will make every effort to allow members of any faith group to
practise their faith according to their own particular observance.
Care should be taken to ensure that any constraints, which would
7
restrict particular religious observances, are minimised.
Australian soldiers of a strong faith demonstrate
courage and self-sacrifice. Enemy combatants with a strong
faith are, of course, fanatics.
The thrust of the Defence Force policy on religious
practices is to facilitate the exercise of religious practices by
those wishing so to do. This is quite a reasonable purpose
with which there is no quarrel.
However, freedom of religion has a corollary – freedom
from religion. It is in this area where the Army’s policy is a
little under-developed.
In this context I refer to two types of activities – special
occasions and commemorative events.

Commemorative events are described as occasions of
national importance when it is appropriate to conduct a
ceremony of remembrance. On these occasions, such as
ANZAC Day and Remembrance Day, members of all faiths
and those without religious affiliation may be present
9
(author’s emphasis).
ANZAC Day ceremonies are normally in the form of
Christian services. Again, I find myself being “led” in
religious rituals in which I have a total disbelief.
Commemorative practices that are products of
official orchestration do not always engage with private
experiences. One wonders that, if the great Jewish General,
Sir John Monash, had been killed in World War 1, whether
his family would have been invited to participate in the
Army’s commemorative services in their current form.
ANZAC Day commemorations do not have to involve
religion. The Department of Veterans’ Affairs guidelines
for ANZAC Day commemorations provide for a secular
option.
The following is a simple Order of Service for a
commemorative ceremony to be held on Anzac Day
or Remembrance Day.
Many services include prayers
and hymns. Appropriate modern music or poems
10
can be included as alternatives.
However, if Chaplains are available they tend to be
utilised.

Special Occasions

Saving Grace

Special occasions provide an opportunity for members
to take part in ecumenical worship on days of special
significance to the ADF. The examples given are
Presentation of Colours, anniversaries or memorials of
battles and launching of ships.

During dinner service in the army, tradition demands
the Christian ritual of prayers before meals. This can not
be rationalised as a manifestation of customary practice
of Army members. During their working day, if soldiers
were gathered in a brew room, or wherever, for lunch, they

Army policy on the practice of religion
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would be more than a little surprised if the senior person
present called upon the group to pause while a prayer was
offered in thanks for the meal.
Discipline and custom requires soldiers to do in public
that which many, if not most, do not choose to do in private.
It could be argued that it is simply a courtesy for the
non-believers to let the Christians in the gathering do their
thing. Perhaps so, but if the Christians present were of a
mind to do unto to others as they would be done by, they
might give some thought to involving people in a religious
ritual which conflicted with their sincerely held lack of
belief.

Chaplains
Chaplains provide a valuable support service to members
of faith. In my occasional dealings with them, they were
quite approachable and did not let religion get in the way
of doing the right thing.
The Army’s notion that their role included providing
me with “spiritual ministry” does, however, presume a bit
about what I might think the term “spiritual” might mean.
A military chaplain must provide spiritual ministry to all
11
members of the ADF, regardless of faith or denomination.
In the Army organisation, the Chaplain’s role in the
Personnel department includes important responsibilities
for member counselling and character development. If my
character did not develop as it might have, the fault is not
the Padre’s.
In an Army of the future, when non-believers reach a
critical mass, the Army uniformed establishment may have
to include non-religious counsellors.
Life’s milestones such as birth, marriage and death
can be acknowledged by civil celebrants. However Army
gatherings to commemorate the actions and sacrifices
of former soldiers or for other formal purposes appear
to require a religious ritual to validate proceedings. The
process does, however, rely on the good will of many
in the captive audiences. The attitude of non-believers
towards the religious aspects of activities would vary
from indifference to anathema (to borrow an ecclesiastical
term). Those at the latter end of the spectrum are, perhaps,
providing Christians with a case study in tolerance.
As the protesters told us in the 60’s – the times they are
a changing.

Amen
In the early days, few of us fell out from Church Parade.
Those who did not accept the sanctity of the Sabbath were
given duties. This might have boosted church attendances!
My notional work squad has increased in size over the
years.
Church parades are no longer compulsory and
participation is voluntary. I used to think that Section
12
116 of the Constitution provided some defence against
the religious enthusiasm of those in charge of managing
13
soldiers. However, the DOGS case in the High Court
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demolished this.
In 2002 I e-mailed some thoughts on this subject to the
Army Ceremonial Office who passed the question to the
Military Christian Fellowship. I received a thoughtful and
courteous reply from a RAAF Chaplain.
His advice was that I should become a Christian.
1.
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Scaremongering
and the Streisand Effect
Dr Ben Goldacre and Skeptical
Bloggers respond to Jeni Barnett
Kylie Sturgess
Media reports recently revealed that
a researcher had manipulated patient
data in 1998, in order to promote
fears that Measles/Mumps/Rubella
vaccines (MMR) caused autism and
1
inflammatory bowel disease.
Prior to this, Dr Ben Goldacre,
the “Bad Science” columnist for the
Guardian, blogged about comments
made by UK radio DJ Jeni Barnett in
regards to MMR vaccinations. He
said Barnett’s comments were, “The
most irresponsible, ill-informed, and
ignorant anti-vaccination campaigning
that [he] had ever heard on the public
2
airwaves.”
He was promptly challenged by
LBC legal and Global Audio with
their concerns over “lost revenue and
infringement of copyright”, after he
posted a forty-four minute segment of
the three-hour Jeni Barnett show that
aired on January 7, 2009. During the
episode, Barnett expressed a range of
false reports that are often heard from
anti-vaccination campaigners such as
David Kirby, Jenny McCarthy and Dr
Jay Gordon.
The Health Protection Agency
(HPA), the public health body of
England and Wales, had declared that
for first time in 14 years, measles was
endemic in the UK and was caused
by the preceding decade’s low MMR
vaccination rates. They warned that
this is creating a population of children
who are susceptible and could spread
3
the disease.
Despite this, on her
weekday radio programme, Barnett
felt fit to encourage anti-vaccination
parents to discuss dangerous practices
such as refusing treatment and
avoiding scheduled jabs; and how she
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interacted with children who were
incubating rubella when she herself
was pregnant.
Tracy from Olympia, a mother
of four, discussed her dismissal of
“Health visitors” with her opinion
that “children get childhood diseases
for a reason. It’s to boost their immune
system so that later on in life when

Dr Ben Goldacre
they come into contact with those
diseases, it doesn’t affect them so
severely.” Dipping regularly into
listeners’ emails (many without given
names), she voiced opinions such as,
“It’s all government spin…Children
don’t need the triple jab.” She urged
listeners to “phone me and tell me
why you decided against the vaccine,
and how you’re coping with people
saying ‘See! You’re the reason, you
are the reason we haven’t banished
measles’.”
These narratives were peppered

with Barnett’s own anecdotes, such as,
“When I was out in America, eighteen
months ago, the only cases of polio
that were coming across were the
ones where the children had the polio
vaccine. And most doctors who were
out in the States were not letting their
children have it! What does that say to
you?”
Listeners
were
subjected
to
additional
tangential
rants
including, “Stick the kids out
running in air, ban cars on the
road, make them have six hours
a day physical education at school,
and give them an hour every single
day where they’re running around
playing rounders and walls and not
just a few!”
When a few pro-vaccination
callers got through, they were faced
with Barnett’s claims that “if you are
funding a vaccine as a drug company,
you are going to want to frighten
people into having to take it! Because
somebody wants to make the money
out of it!” One call-in, a nurse named
Yasmin, pointed out that Barnett
did not know what was in the MMR
vaccine, but was dismissed with the
claim that “the Department of Health
frightens people” as a reason for her
unwillingness to learn more.
Goldacre removed the offending
audio from his site as requested.
However, he wrote that it did not in
any way quell his concerns, “…as
I have written at length, the media
have systematically and irresponsibly
misrepresented the evidence on MMR.
It is my view that individuals like
Jeni Barnett, but more importantly,
organisations like LBC and Global

Report
Radio who give them a mouthpiece
and a platform, pose a serious danger
to public health, with their ignorant
outbursts, disseminated to the nation.
This clip was extremely instructive as
an example of that recurring theme, and
it deserves to be freely accessible and
widely discussed…. If I tried, without
the audio, you might think I was
exaggerating. You might think that I
was biased, that I was misrepresenting
Jeni’s demeanour and views in this
broadcast, that LBC and their parent
company Global Audio are living up
to the standards of basic responsibility
which we might reasonably hold
them to, as they shepherd Jeni’s
views and explanations into our cars
and kitchens. You might think that
I was quoting Jeni out of context,
cherrypicking only the ridiculous
moments from an otherwise sensible,
proportionate and responsible piece of
4
public rhetoric.”
Within hours of this posting,
supporters and friends world-wide
sat up late to transcribe the broadcast,
and post it in segmented pieces

across their blogs. These included the
ScienceBlogs.com “Science Punk”,
and the independent pro-science
sites The Lay Scientist, PodBlack Cat,
The Skeptic’s Book of Pooh-Pooh,
The Quackometer, Holford Watch
and Brainduck. This also included
massive hits to the Australian podcast
The Skeptic Zone, which featured an
interview with Dr Goldacre the day
before.
Within two days, the censored
item was found in part or whole on
over a hundred websites. Soon, top
Google searches for “Jeni Barnett
MMR” solely referred to the material
that was censored from Goldacre’s
comment. Pop culture online news
commentators, such as Cory Doctorow
of “Boing Boing” and Techdirt.com,
discussed how this was an example of
the “Streisand Effect” – an to attempt
to divert attention backfiring and
resulting in the opposite effect.
Barnett made a memorable offthe-cuff comment that “Measles
was never that bad anyway.” This
quickly became a popular catch-

phrase amongst her critics, and has
been incorporated into a wide variety
of online visual illustrations, ranging
from the humorous to the tragically
compelling. These include parodies
of the London Atheist Bus campaign
posters.
While it is unsure whether the
radio station will continue to press
their case, the final word is probably
best given by one of the few critical
call-ins to Jeni Barnett’s show, Yasmin.
She said, “I’m just wondering how
much longer your programme is on
air. Because I give hundreds of MMR
vaccines and all the work that we
do in general practice is probably
being undone by your programme
in 15 minutes and I think it’s very
irresponsible.”
1.
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The Chinese and Koreans both had hand cut wooden blocks,
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The sharp incisive commentary will be even sharper still,
until the sceptical ethic bristles like an ancient writing quill,
dipped in the inkwell of six hundred years of Western print,
(carefully painted with modern pixels so you don’t have to squint).

Soon new ideas were being printed (with a women’s weekly, too),
and words of questioning authors were getting cheekily through,
to let the newly emerging masses who had a rudimentary grasp,
of reading written writing read the printing, and then gasp.

Our lady’s name is Karen Stollznow and you will know her well,
when she writes the magazine for modern thinkers who can tell,
the facts from the fiction in this new holistically stylised age,
and who are always on the lookout for the essence of a page.

For this new breed of writer had some notions from left field,
was it heresy or hear-say, would these writers’ fates be sealed,
for the power of the printed word was changing religion’s grip,
as no longer were the writing monks on an uneducating trip.

Karen will cut the wolves from the little lambs of the flock,
and expose the evil predators who have crawled from a rock,
to prey on gullible people, backed into a corner for some cure,
until Ms Stollznow shines a light on all the truths so pure.

Religion’s stranglehold on truth was losing hold on the lies,
and discussions began amongst folk the word ordinary belies,
for there were so many forward thinkers looking for the sense,
in the questionable moral codes which old religion did dispense.

To help Australian thinkers understand the world in which we live,
to separate the immoral takers from those generous enough to give,
with true insight into facts which are too often hidden away,
until her modern sceptical printing press lets truth have its say.

Stuff which was apocryphal to a new breed of freedom thinkers,
things that changed opinions, when they took off the blinkers,
placed by narrow mindedness and the absence of strong words,
which now could spread their wings like the migratory birds.

So welcome Karen with open arms and bid her a happy time,
as the editor-in-chief, looking out for any anti-sceptic crime,
when a new era of printing, pours the inks and starts the presses,
as Karen Stollznow takes control to start her sceptical processes.

So we come to the Skeptic magazine, just changing hands,
from the staid and steady crafted lines to another set of glands,
yes a woman has taken the reins of this esteemed publication,
with a promise of a whole new look plus personal dedication.

Jim Wilshire is a poet from ‘Talmalmo’
on the Murray River, NSW
jimwilshire@hotmail.com
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Forum
Pseudoscientific and Paranormal
Practitioners: Is this Legal Fraud?
A Skeptic’s Call to Arms
Jay Browning
j.browning@griffith.edu.au

Bret Christian’s article “Murder for Entertainment &
Profit” (The Skeptic, 24/4) was more than a well written and
interesting account. It addressed an important issue largely
ignored by society at large. A “Psychic Task Force” of three
charlatans charge $135 per ticket for seats in the Burswood
Casino. The show: a psychic’s intensive investigation
into serial killings of young women in Perth in the late
1990s. Thousands attend. The profits from the show were
presumably huge; public psychic “investigations” do
not require rock concert props after all, just microphones
to inform the multitude that communication with the
invisible has been established. Even the smoke and mirrors
are virtual. Two major questions arise. Why are people so
gullible? And why is such exploitation not against the law?
It could be said that a significant proportion of folk
who bought tickets are plain stupid, or ignorant, or both.
However, I find that the issue is less straightforward than it
first appears. Humans in all societies have been fascinated,
and frightened, by the idea of the existence of ‘Other
Worlds’. There are good reasons for this. For example,
how can we otherwise explain crystal clear visitations
from the dead (i.e., dreams)? Other Worlds make for great
stories (The Lion, the Witch & the Wardrobe), and serious
allegories (Gulliver’s Travels). Imaginative children invent
Other Worlds all the time. Physicists seem to take multiuniverses very seriously, and extra dimensions have long
been postulated, perhaps throwing shadows but remaining
invisible to all but the chosen few.
The idea of Other Worlds finds fertile ground in the
human psyche. Religions are absolutely nothing without
them. Couple all this with the very sensible view that we
humans don’t know everything and it is not surprising that
many otherwise intelligent (certainly not simple-minded)
people choose to leave idea of the Other World open.
Perhaps the three Burswood charlatans are meeting a
need, helping to fill some yearning gap. But the murder of
young women is certainly big business; a soft pornography
exploited in TV dramas and crime novels. The genre,
containing ever more graphic forensic detail, is consumed
by both women and men. Of the thousands who attended
the Burswood psychic “investigation”, surely only a few
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were intimately connected with the bereaved families.
The rest were, to a greater or lesser extent, voyeurs. The
charlatans were on a winner. At some level this could
be seen as benign, if morbid entertainment. But this is
insufficient.
Gullibility becomes heart-wrenching when people are
bereft, bereaved, or wanting answers about lost, murdered
relatives and friends, especially in unsolved cases. What
use are sociologists, criminologists, psychiatrists, the
police or the judicial system here? As a victim stated in
Bret Christian’s article, when one has nothing, one tends
to grasp at straws. Knowing this, psychics cash in. In the
same issue, Karen Stollznow described an interesting foray
into the world of pet psychics who claim to “see” into the

This cat has no psychic powers. She is just really cute.
lives of cats, dead, missing or still alive. A good psychic can
even communicate with a sleeping cat! When tabby was
born, what tabby likes to eat, how tabby feels at the moment
(invariably happy it seems, which is comforting). Could
the best pet psychic delve deeper and tell us about the
feelings of the fish that was put into the cat’s favourite tin,
or the parasitic worm that lived in the fish? This is seriously
ridiculous, obviously humorous but, again, when dollars
are extracted from the bereaved, the fraud is not benign.
With tricks of the trade such as “cold reading” so
clearly exposed, how is it that charges of fraud cannot
be mounted in Australia? I believe this is the only type
of fraud that is still legal (if fraud is to lie or make false
promises while gaining financial benefit). But hallelujah!
Things are changing elsewhere, if not here. The issue is
being addressed in Germany, and throughout the European
Union. The following excerpt from an article by Caroline
Davies in The Observer, UK, April 6, 2008 reports:

The evocative question ‘Is there anybody there?’
conjures up images of mediums summoning spirits in
a darkened room. But now psychics must add a few riders
before they invoke the voices of the dead, thanks to new

consumer laws due to come into force. Breathless audiences
are now likely to be asked: ‘Is there anybody here... who is
vulnerable, of nervous disposition, or likely to sue?’
Indeed, a whole list of disclaimers must be added to
the spiritualists’ spiel if they are to avoid an avalanche of
writs following the repeal next month of the Fraudulent
Mediums Act, to be replaced by the new Consumer
Protection Regulations. Promises to raise the dead, secure
good fortune or heal through the laying on of hands are
all at risk of legal action from disgruntled customers.
Spiritualists say they will be forced to issue disclaimers,
such as ‘this is a scientific experiment, the results of which
cannot be guaranteed’. They claim the new regulations will
leave them open to malicious civil action by sceptics.
The problem is that very little in the multi-millionpound psychic industry in Britain is for free, and anyone
charging or accepting ‘gifts’ in exchange for a service
is bound by the new regulations. There are charges
for séances, Tarot, psychic readings and clairvoyance.
Spiritualist church service-goers - and there are more
than 300 spiritualist churches in Britain - are charged or
asked for donations. Psychic mailings - letters promising
spiritualist services in exchange for a cheque - are estimated
to have cost Britons £40m in 2006-07, according to Office
of Fair Trading research. Psychic services via telephone,
online and satellite TV keep the tills ringing further.
For the past half-century, ‘genuine’ mediums have
been protected by the 1951 Fraudulent Mediums Act,

under which prosecutors had to prove fraud and dishonest
intent to secure a criminal conviction, which was difficult.
There have been fewer than 10 convictions in the past 20
years. With that protection gone, there will now be nothing
between the medium and the trading standards officer - and
no need to prove fraud. Instead it will be up to the trader, in
this case the medium, to prove they did not mislead, coerce
or take advantage of any ‘vulnerable’ consumers.
For more visit www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2008/apr/06/eu
Why has it taken so long? The answer seemed pretty
obvious to me. The President of the USA talks with God (in
Another World) and gains consent to bomb Iraq. Ronald
Reagan consulted with Astrologers for advice; numerous
world leaders apparently still do. Religious leaders pray
for murder victims and their families, offering solace that
the deceased is now happy and safe (in Another Heavenly
Place). Pastors will pray for a child’s sick cat; the distinction
between the Pastor’s words and the pet-psychic charade
is somewhat blurry. So here is the rub: how can religious
belief and contact with God in his Other World be allowed
and even mandated, while belief in a psychic’s Other World
is not? This crucial point is raised in Davies’ article:
Carole McEntee-Taylor, a spiritualist healer in Essex,
said having to stand up and describe the invoking of spirits
as an ‘experiment’ was forcing spiritualists to ‘lie and deny
our beliefs’. She added: ‘No other religion has to do that.
And how can you tell if someone is vulnerable? You would
have to ask them if they felt vulnerable, or had mental
health issues, or were of a nervous disposition.
Believing that my long deceased father was happily
ensconced in another world would be far preferable to
believing that he, a sinful atheist, is burning in hell for all
eternity. Regardless, the difference again is that knowledge
about my deceased father’s current situation would cost
money while information about ‘hell’ remains free.
We interfere in some instances, such as outlawing the
selling of snake oil, but not others, allowing the sale of
psychic communication with the dead. There is a view
that people should not (sometimes cannot) be saved from
themselves; freedom of choice and all that. But society may
need to better protect some of the people some of the time.
Many years ago I attended a “Reflexology” demonstration
on the Gold Coast. Members of the public were invited to
be treated. A young woman looking to paddle her kayak
for Olympic selection was asked to do a biceps curl against
the resistance of the reflexologist who held her forearm.
The reflexologist then placed a small glass vial in the crook
of her elbow and another curl was attempted. This time
both agreed that the bicep contracted with more force.
Convincing proof!
The vial contained a powder of dried yeast. The diagnosis:
the kayaker had too much candida for her own good, and
this was detracting from her sporting performance. For no
charge, on this special night, she would be given a yeast-free
diet to address the problem and improve her performance.
She seemed compliant, willing to change what she ate
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on the basis of this nonsense. (Other vials contained
whole cloves, to test whether the “patient” was suffering
from worms!) But let’s consider the circumstances. The
reflexologist had an established sports treatment practice,
and over time had no doubt learnt skills to actually help
the sore and injured, massaging away muscle knots,
giving sound-enough nutritional advice and so on. In
fact, the meeting had a number of current patients, happy
with their previous treatment. The reflexologist had cred.
Many, like the kayaker, had little ability to separate belief
and suggestion from proper evidence. Perhaps they were
not particularly bright but I feel it more likely it was our
society and schooling that had failed them.
Was the kayaker’s belief in the efficacy of magical
reflexology different in principle from sportspeople who
pray for success before the event, and quite publically
thank God if success occurs? Perhaps not, but the primary
difference is money. The reflexologist and crew would
continue to offer their normal $40 per session procedure,
but if you wanted the additional benefit of a proper
reflexology diagnosis, there was the $80 option. Having
your performance assisted by God, or your injuries healed
by God, usually carries no (immediate) fee. I finish this
bit of the tale to record a minor achievement of mine. By
asking question after question, picking up on incorrect
“fact” and contradictory answers, and highlighting
the fraud, the reflexologist’s meeting was brought to
a premature close.
Back to the Burswood incident. As Bret Christian
highlighted, any decent human-being who had access to
supernatural information on the whereabouts of murdered
girls would surely give this to police for no charge. In fact,
it is surprising that holding such important information
to oneself is not against the law, as is a lack of disclosure
of hard evidence. Of course, it is not surprising because
the police would be inundated with useless “data”, but
the point about the bottom-line is made. The primary
question is not, in my opinion, whether people can and
should be saved from themselves, but how it is that we
allow money to be made from fraud. The Burswood
psychic charlatans should have been required to have
a sign stating that the show was “For Entertainment
Purposes Only.” For those sucked in, there was nothing
entertaining about the Reflexologist’s procedure. As soon
as a “patient” is charged, these “reflexology practitioners”
should be prosecuted for dishonest practice.
The extent of my experience with skeptical activism is
the premature closure of a couple of public “alternativemedicine” meetings. However, if any readers of The
Skeptic want to join the cause, I am prepared to do more
than my fair share of the leg work to get our society to
move in the direction of the EU disclosure rules. Major
contributions would be needed from skeptics with legal
expertise, but the Europeans have shown what is possible.
Fee-charging, ‘qualified’ psychics, reflexologists and
other practitioners might be driven underground where
they belong.
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More on Climate Change
Robert O’Connor
robocon@ozemail.com.au
John Gibbs continues to insist on his own set of facts.
Repetition does not give them veracity.
He repeats the “no warming since 1998” canard which
1
is demonstrably false. The wording has been changed
slightly to give him some rhetorical wriggle room so he can
move the goalposts.
Continuing to hew to the line that “temperatures...
have been rising, in their usual zigzag fashion, the
icecaps melting and the seas rising for some 12,000
years now.” John apparently remains oblivious to the
concept of rate of change and why it might be important
(a hint: agriculture).
“In view of this, how can you attribute global warming
to human agencies?” I don’t know where John gets his facts
from, but I look at the evidence.
For example, three analyses of the EPICA ice core data
(one of which is the Siegenthaler paper cited in my last
response) show that current CO2 and methane levels far
2
exceed the highest levels found in the ice cores.
CO2 now: ~380 parts per million; highest level in the ice
cores 296+/-7 parts per million. CO2 levels have not been
this high in 650,000 years.
Methane now: 1770 parts per billion; highest levels in
the ice cores 800 parts per billion. Methane levels have not
been this high in 800,000 years.
Every year, human activity now adds about six gigatons
of carbon to the atmosphere which is not effectively
removed by oceanic and terrestrial sinks. Why wouldn’t it
build up in the atmosphere? It is not being cleared. Where
can it go? What is it going to do up there?
Lacking “natural” sources for these greenhouse gases,
John’s position seems difficult to support, unless: “...the
possibility remains that carbon emissions are actually
having a net cooling effect on climate.”
As previously noted, that possibility is very small and
is implicit in every discussion of radiative forcings. That’s
3
what the confidence limits on all the graphs represent.
It seems to be difficult to maintain the ‘carbon cooling’
hypothesis given that “what the planet’s temperature
“would otherwise be” is calculated” has been pointed out
by Scott Marshall.
It’s dependent on well-established radiation physics
and the warming effect provided by ‘greenhouse gases’.
The equilibrium temperature is rather cold, about -18
degrees C. Compare this to the observed value of about 15
4
degrees C.
Mark Lawson struggles for ‘journalistic balance’:
“...as matters stand, the proposition that industrial gases
are substantially affecting the process of climate change
essentially rests on a slew of computer models...”
Only if you discount the observational and paleoclimate

evidence, on which all the scientists in the field are
apparently too dim to recognise that “the error bars on
results are too large - not to mention far too incomplete, for
any meaningful comparison with present conditions” with
the latter data.
This is Nobel-worthy stuff, Mark. You’ve debunked
radiation physics and wide swathes of meteorology,
oceanography, and palaeontology, among other areas.
What’s your evidence?
A simple inspection of the ice core data (e.g. reference 2)
invalidates your assertion.
“After some fancy statistical techniques...” We can’t
trust the models, GIGO, etc. Let’s ‘spin’ things in another
direction, shall we?
“All models are wrong, though some are useful.”
The climate models are hypothesis generators, used to
determine constraints on the values of variables like climate
sensitivity to CO2 and other forcings.
Where they fall down is in the modelling of clouds and
solar irradiance.
This is due to uncertainties about the magnitude of those
variables’ contribution to overall radiative forcing. The
5
error bars are quantified in the IPCC report and elsewhere.
Some other processes are slowly being incorporated into
the models e.g. carbon and water cycling.
Despite the recognition of the limitations, despite the
ongoing comparison of model outputs with observation and
fine tuning so that they better reflect reality, we apparently
can’t trust them at all.
Even though the only way to significantly deviate
from all the model runs - i.e. produce a sustained (decade
scale) temperature downturn with current variables - is to
attribute non-physical values to some of those variables.
That’s the scary part. The models now have enough
skill to hindcast the last century’s climate, as well as the
warm bits of the Cretaceous and the last glacial maximum,
and they still suggest an overall upward trend for the 21st
century.
“including efforts to model the extremely warm period
in the middle of the Cretaceous...”
That was when the distribution of the continents and
overall level of volcanism was radically different, as well
as atmospheric CO2 being five times what it is now. A

reasonable test of basic model parameters?
6
You know what? They were modelled , and the
discrepancies between the palaeontological isotope and
fossil data and the model runs were used to fine tune
subsequent modelling efforts. This is how science works.
Interestingly, the sensitivity to CO2 fell within the range
predicted by other models running other time eras.
“...they also fail something called the tropospheric
fingerprint test...”
No, they don’t.
This refers to the model prediction that tropospheric
warming should be associated with stratospheric cooling,
7
which has actually been observed. The key drivers are
ozone and well-mixed greenhouse gases.
The phrase has been used recently to refer to the model
prediction that the rate and extent of tropospheric warming
should be more than surface warming in the tropics. This
appeared to be at odds with observational data.
8
A relatively recent paper by Douglass et al. dealing
with this topic was seized upon as proof that “the models
are wrong!”
It turns out that that conclusion was based on a rather
odd statistical test. Instead of rejecting valid comparisons
5% of the time (p=0.05), it rejected 80% of them; and the
more data a series had, the worse it performed. A fancy
form of cherry picking, in other words.
When the analysis was done properly there’s no
9
discrepancy; model and observational data agree.
“As I had to estimate it off the graphs in the 2001 IPCC
report...”
Your IPCC line uses the average of the A1B emission
scenario runs, as noted in the IPCC reports. What your
graph doesn’t show is an ensemble of runs; the current
downturn hasn’t broken out of the envelope formed by the
10
others.
The other IPCC emission scenarios describe a lesser
rise in temperature even at this early stage - so the current
observed temperature downturn is still well within the
95% confidence limits. As previously noted, to invalidate
the current set of IPCC predictions you would need two
decades of sustained cooling.
11
Keenlyside et al. propose that changes to ocean
circulation should attenuate temperature rises over the next
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decade or so.
However, their revised climate model is problematic:
The hindcasts are *worse* than IPCC A1B in determining
20th century temperatures and sea temperatures in the
northwestern Atlantic and Gulf Stream regions.
If the IPCC models are flawed, how can a modification
that makes them perform even worse bolster your case?
You spend the first third of your article pointing out their
‘shortcomings’ then use them to justify your argument!
“Now this article does NOT constitute proof or
endorsement of that theory...”
Then why bring these theories up at all if they don’t
contribute to your call to “wait and see”?
Why lie about “the role of the Sun in climate is hotly
debated”? The serious debate lies in the magnitude of the
solar contribution, not “it’s the sun!” vs. “it’s greenhouse
gases!” In other words, narrowing the error bars.
Why do you pose a false dichotomy?
Simply put: observed changes in solar constant and
cosmic ray flux do not bear any relation to temperature
12
changes after 1985. The trends are divergent.
By
elimination, that leaves us with those pesky greenhouse
gases as the primary contributor.
“Since this seems to be a sharp natural test of the theory
two may even be enough.”
You have not proven your case. Mark, you came closest
to the truth with “... or even 11 or 20 to get rid of all the
noise.”
1. A few links to recap:
http://cdiac.ornl.gov/trends/temp/jonescru/jones.html
http://cdiac.ornl.gov/trends/temp/jonescru/graphics/nhshgl.jpg
http://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/graphs/
http://www.aip.org/history/climate/images/NASA-GISS_2007.jpg
http://www.metoffice.gov.uk/research/hadleycentre/obsdata/HadCRUT3.html
2. Siegenthaler U. et al. 2005: Stable Carbon Cycle-Climate Relationship During the Late
Pleistocene. Science, v. 310, p.1313-1317.
- Luthi D. et al. 2008: High resolution carbon dioxide concentration record 650,000-800,000 years
before present. Nature, v. 453, p.379-382.
- Loulergue L. et al. 2008: Orbital and millennial-scale features of atmospheric CH4 over the past
800,000 years. Nature, v. 453, p.383-386.
3. An example: http://www.giss.nasa.gov/research/briefs/hansen_05/fig2.gif
and page 16 of the IPCC Working Group I Fourth Assessment Report Summary for
Policymakers, download from: http://ipcc-wg1.ucar.edu/wg1/docs/WG1AR4_SPM_
PlenaryApproved.pdf
4. The underlying physics has a long pedigree e.g.:
- Memoir on solar heat, the radiative effects of the atmosphere, and the temperature of space,
by Richard Taylor. Scientific Memoirs 4. (1846) London. Taylor and Francis. Pgs 44-90. English
translation of “Mémoire su la chaleur solaire, sur les pouvoirs rayonnants et absorbants de l’air
atmosphérique, et sur les températures de l’espace,” by Pouillet, Claude S. M. 1838. Comptes
Rendus de l’Académie des Sciences 7, no. 2, 24-65.
download from: http://pale.nsdl.org/cac/global_warming/Pouillet_1837.pdf
- Tyndall, John, 1861: On the Absorption and Radiation of Heat by Gases and Vapours, and on
the Physical Connection of Radiation, Absorption, and Conduction. Philosophical Magazine
ser. 4, vol. 22, 169–94, 273–85.
download from: http://pale.nsdl.org/cac/global_warming/Tyndall_1861.pdf
and Arrhenius, Svante, 1896: On the Influence of Carbonic Acid in the Air Upon the
Temperature of the Ground. Philosophical Magazine 41: 237-76.
Some limitations of measuring the ‘average surface temperature’ are discussed at:
http://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/abs_temp.html
5. See reference [3]; the IPCC figure provides numerical values as well as graphical error bars.
6. http://adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2002EGSGA..27..610H
www.cosis.net/abstracts/EGU06/10061/EGU06-J-10061.pdf
Donnadieu Y. et al. 2006. Modelling the primary control of paleogeography on Cretaceous
climate. Earth and Planetary Science Letters, v. 248, p.426-437.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.epsl.2006.06.007
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http://www.whoi.edu/ccod/CCOD_report.html
Hoffert, M. I., and Covey C. 1992. Deriving Global Sensitivity from Palaeoclimate
Reconstructions. Nature v. 360. p.573-76.
Stainforth, D.A., et al. 2005. Uncertainty in Predictions of the Climate Response to Rising Levels
of Greenhouse Gases. Nature, v. 433, p.403-06.
7. Santer B.D. et al. 2003. Contributions of Anthropogenic and Natural Forcing to Recent
Tropopause Height Changes. Science, v. 301, p.479-483.
Troposphere and stratosphere temperature trends (observed):
http://www.remss.com/data/msu/graphics/plots/sc_Rss_compare_TS_channel_tlt.png
http://www.remss.com/data/msu/graphics/plots/sc_Rss_compare_TS_channel_tls_v03_2.png
8. Douglass D.H. et al. 2007. A comparison of tropical temperature trends with model
predictions. International Journal of Climatology, v. 28, p.1693-1701.
9. Santer B.D. et al. 2008. Consistency of modelled and observed temperature trends in the
tropical troposphere. International Journal of Climatology, v. 28, p.1703-1722.
A useful summary graphic can be downloaded from:
http://www.realclimate.org/images/santer_etal08_fig6.jpg
10. Example: http://www.realclimate.org/images/2008_from1979.jpg
11. Keenlyside N.S. et al. 2008. Advancing decadal-scale climate prediction in the North Atlantic
sector. Nature v.453, p.84-88.
12. This is a useful review: Lockwood M. and Frohlich C. 2007. Recent oppositely directed
trends in solar climate forcings and the global mean surface temperature. Proc. R.
Soc. A. v. 463, p.2447-2460. - doi:10.1098/rspa.2007.1880

“Bureaucratic Homeopathy”
Ian Gregory
ianrgregory@yahoo.com
I recently had my first experience as an inpatient in a large
public hospital. I was admitted on Christmas Eve and I have
only just recovered, not so much because of the operation
but from the stress bought on by the experience of dealing
with the inanities of a dysfunctional bureaucracy...
Let me say that once you reach the medical “core” of the
system - the wards and operating theatres - the treatment
by the doctors and nurses is exemplary. I have nothing but
praise for their skills and ability to work in such a system.
The problems lie in navigating or “drilling” through the
administrative crust and mantle.
The impression I formed is that hospital administrators,
and their political masters, have a deep seated, almost
pathological fear of being sued by a member of the
public or worse still having their photograph appear in
the Sydney Morning Herald
should an “incident” or
“adverse patient outcome”
(APO) occur. It seems you
are viewed not as a patient
suffering from the condition
that brought you to the
hospital in the first place but as a potential litigant and
troublemaker.
In order to reduce the possibility of litigation, they
reason that rather than asking how you are feeling or what
they can do to help, the best way is for as many different
people as possible to ask your name, date of birth, address
etc., and write things on forms. The reasoning here is
that the resultant massive paperwork created by multiple
employees will serve to dilute any individual responsibility
to such an infinitesimal degree so as to render any litigation
virtually unfathomable. I call it bureaucratic homeopathy.
But even that reasoning is flawed if they can’t get it right
the first time as my own visit was to prove.
As my condition was considered an emergency, my
own private specialist had kindly phoned the Eye hospital
specialist and arranged for my name to be added to the
operating list for that day. I even had a letter.
Foolishly, I imagined that it would be a simple case
of going to the admissions area armed with my letter and
being admitted. Not so...the admissions people told me I
would have to report first at the “Triage” desk at the main
reception area.
After some waiting, I finally got to the end of the
“Triage: report here first queue”. This is actually just

a little window in a cubicle the same size as the average
telephone box. This waiting was made more unpleasant
by the unhelpful comments of a management type person
who said to the busy triage nurse loudly enough for all to
hear. “Don’t rush. They can wait. It’s not as if they are going
to die or something.” True, it was an Eye Hospital but the
possibility, however remote, of having a simultaneous eye
problem and cardiac arrest, did not justify such a comment.
Finally I was triaged and the processing began.
“What’s your name?“
“Ian Gregory.“
“Oh. Are you Sue Gregory’s brother?“
“Yes I am.“
“How is she?“
This desultory conversation went on for about five
minutes until it became clear that it was another Sue to
whom she was referring. She seemed more concerned,
almost put out, by the fact that I wasn’t, as it turned out, the
brother of the Sue she knew and I could, therefore, shed no
light on the state of her friend Sue’s career as, and I kid you
not, an employee at Wollongong Hospital.
After a few more general
questions such as address,
telephone number etc, she
told me to go and wait
“over there”, pointing in the
general direction of the main
entrance area but didn’t
inform me what I was waiting for.
I thought, not unreasonably, that they were going to
send someone down to take me to the ward.
About one hour later, she passed me - on the way to
lunch presumably - and asked me why I was waiting where
I was. I told her because she told me to. She said.”Oh. Well,
You better wait around that corner (pointing). They’ve
probably already called your name.”
I was starting to get a bad feeling about all this. But,
judging by the number of faces displaying signs of terminal
boredom in the waiting room proper, I figured that they
probably had not yet called my name.
Sure enough, ninety minutes later, another hospital
person (They never tell you their names or what their role
is) appeared with a file and called out: “Sue Gregory.” I
approached the person and told her that there had been
a mix up with my name. She stood there, transfixed, and
I could imagine her joining the dots in her mind: wrong
name... wrong patient... wrong operation...public inquiry..
photo in SMH. Without a word, she scurried away and was
replaced by another hospital person ten minutes later who
asked for “Ian Gregory”.
She quipped, perhaps in an attempt to use humour to
deflect any possible complaint by me, “So you’re the one

“So you’re the one we did
the sex change on!”
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we did the sex change on!” It was said loud enough for a
few of the adjacent punters waiting in outpatients to hear
and give me quizzical “are you one of them?” looks.
This person asked me who I was and insisted I say my
name and reveal my birthdate, address, waist measurement
etc., then directed me to another room, checked my vision
and inserted drops into both eyes.... the ones that render it
impossible to read or go out in the sunlight. She then told
me to wait outside.
About thirty minutes later another person appeared
with what was a rapidly enlarging medical file and called
out: “Ian Geoffrey”. I was prepared for anything by now
and calmly asked him to repeat the name on the file. “Ian
Geoffrey”, he said. “No, it says ‘Ian Gregory’”, I corrected.
“So who are you?” he said. “I’m Ian Gregory.” He aimlessly
stared at the file for a few minutes, flicked a few pages and
then said “So what is your date of birth and address and..”
...And so it went on. He just put more drops in my eyes and
scurried away without a word.
While again waiting, the mind tends to wander. The
thought occurred to me that he could have been anyone:
perhaps here was a person with a delusional personality
disorder who just walked in off the street, picked up a file at
random and inserted drops in my eyes. Who would know?
He certainly couldn’t read.
Another thirty or so minutes and another person
appeared who called for “Ian Gregory” and told me he
was a doctor. At last! A real doctor! I was beginning to
wonder whether they actually had any at this hospital. My
palpable anxiety evaporated as I realised I was approaching
the apotheosis of my long wait for admission: the medical
“core”.
He explained, calmly, thoroughly and skillfully,
the need for an operation, the inherent risks and the
aftercare. I was almost deliriously happy at the thought
of just becoming an inpatient and getting away from this
outpatient bureaucratic “Nightmare on Elm Street”.
But the euphoria was short-lived as the doctor left me
alone and another hospital person, after the usual lack of
introduction and “20 questions”, instructed me to follow
her for “more processing in admissions” (anxiety symptoms
return).
There I was presented with my file, now about the size
of a Telephone Book and told to sit down and sign the
consent form:
“But I can’t read.”
“Why didn’t you tick the box for an interpreter at
reception?”
“No. it’s not that. It’s the drops. I can’t see the words.”
I looked up at her towering over me and I’m sure I could
make out a trembling lower lip and faintly hear the words;
“Resistance is futile!” so I meekly signed knowing that this
would ensure a rapid transit to the safety of the medical
“core” of the hospital. And it did, and everything was fine
from then on.
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astronomer, writer
and podcaster.
www.astronomycast.com

1. What are you reading at the moment?
‘Water for Elephants’ by Sara Gruen.

2. What does the Internet
mean to you in your job?

I would not have a job without it!

3. How many conventions
do you attend a year?

At least four. They are vital for me
to keep up to date in my field, make
contacts, and continue my outreach.

4. What would you do with $1,000,000?
Get out of debt (student loans), invest
for retirement and the rest I would put
into my passion of citizen science.

5. Would you change your job if you could?
I love what I do, but I also love working
with animals, especially horses. So,
I think I could make animals my
main job and astronomy my hobby.
But I would need to do both.

Your Stars : March 2009
With our Astrologer Dr Duarf Ekaf
Aries 19 April - 13 May A trip will see you travel
this month. Remember to pack before you go, or you’ll
have to come back. Once you’re there, unpack unless
you forgot to pack in the first place. Beware of people who bite
dogs. Your unlucky numbers are 2, 97, 286263, 1/4 and 8.835

Taurus 14 May - 19 June No one knows your
secret, not even you. But the stars know everything so
just you watch it baby or else! Weakness is not your
strong point this month and could lead you to make decisions you
may or may not regret. Your unlucky numbers are off-line.

Gemini 20 June - 20 July A clean house, a clean
mind and a clean body... mmm, I think the stars are
talking about someone else. Sorry. OK, your house
needs cleaning. Call Zodiac Cleaners today. As for your mind and
body, forget it. Your lucky colours have not been invented yet.

Scorpio 23 Nov - 29 Nov Your lucky number can
be worked out by using the science of Numerology.
Add your birthdate numbers together which will give
your life number. Add this to the current year to get your past
life number. Add these together with your birthdate again and....
ummm..errr, that is... yeah... your lucky number is 2.

Ophiuchus 30 Nov - 17 Dec This is a time for

standing in front of the mirror and reflecting on your
life and times. Don’t smash it or you’ll get 7 years bad
luck or at least you’ll have to buy a new mirror. Take care in the
kitchen or in the bathroom and don’t confuse the two. Your lucky
months are any with a ‘k’ or ‘q’ in them.

Sagittarius 18 Dec - 18 Jan

Cancer 21 July - 9 Aug It’s time to stop reading

other people’s horoscopes. If you are not a Cancer then
go away. If you are a Cancer, why not read some other people’s
horoscopes! It’s fun and they might fit you better than this one.
Your lucky star signs are Lupus, Hydrus, Octans and Vela.

Leo 10 Aug - 15 Sept The stars are very clear for

you this month unless you live in a big city with bright
lights. OK, time to start thinking about a trip to the
country. Please see the advice for Aries. Your lucky songs are the
‘Albanian National Anthem’ and ‘Hit the Road Jack’.

Virgo 16 Sept - 30 Oct You must stop watching TV
and start watching the radio. Remember, a watched pot
does in fact boil. You can treat your boils with cream.
There are so many omens and some owomens that are around your
aura, aura maybe not. No lucky nothing for you this month.

A new job is in
sight so just keep looking. In fact a new job at this
magazine might come up if the editor ever reads
these hororscopes. I too was a Sagittarius until I found out about
the Precession of the Equinoxes, now I’m a Scorpio. Your lucky
animal is a slug, your lucky word is “Philargyist “.

Capricorn 19 Jan - 15 Feb Many problems in
your life... no, sorry, that should read, ‘Many problems
in your lift’! Stay out of lifts and tall buildings. If you
use lifts in your shoes, then you should be walking tall. Your
lucky numbers are 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 0 in any order.

Aquarius 16 Feb - 11 March Being a water sign

makes you a very fluid sort of person. This means you
like to drink... a lot. You also like to swim but not at
the same time as drinking. Not many Aquarians know that their
soul-mates are also drinkers. Not many drinkers know that either.
Your lucky numbers are XI, and XL + GST.

Pisces 12 March - 18 April

Libra 31 Oct - 22 Nov Be sure to be sure before you

are sure of your next move. Leave nothing to chance
which means you’ll just have to cheat. To help you
cheat, go and see your local psychic and ask them what the next
winning lotto numbers will be. When you find out, let me know!

The sign of the
fish. Look out for hooks, lines and sinkers. Don’t bait
anyone or you’ll be reeling. If you rock the boat you’ll
find yourself up the creek without a paddle. There are no lucky
numbers for you this month as I sold them to a Virgo.
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Dear Editor...
The Bible
I was interested to read Martin Bridgstock’s reflections
and conclusions after he read through the whole
Bible and I note his invitation for people to offer any
corrections. Here are a few comments from someone
who has read and studied the Bible for 60 years, but
does not claim to be an expert.
At one point he acknowledges not reading some
orthodox books, but mentions John Spong, James
Barr and Jesus Seminar people. These writers are far
from orthodox. Indeed their views are rejected by the
majority of biblical scholars and one aim of the Jesus
Seminar people is to dismantle traditional Christian
beliefs.
Martin refers to those who claim the Bible must
be accepted as a scientific authority. Creation Science
followers have often made this claim but orthodox
Christians do not believe the Bible is any sort of science
text book. I do not go to the Bible for science neither
do I go to science for theology. I believe the Bible and
Science are not enemies. There are plenty of books by
competent scientists who are also knowledgeable and
intelligent Christians.
I can only make a few brief remarks about Martin’s
articles.
The Bible is indeed a collection of books, but it contains
the big picture of a creator God who has revealed himself
in history through the Jewish nation and the writings of
the prophets, leading to the fulfillment of the promise
of a coming Messiah. Jesus Christ is the one who fully
reveals God and the evidence for the historical Jesus is
well based. Martin finds fault with the Old Testament
quotes about Jesus being promised. Some do seem to
be verbal references but others are clear enough. There
is still the big picture which is not cancelled out by some
difficulties along the way. We ought not to read back
into the text our own views of what some writer should
or should not have written.
Martin is wary of any attempt to treat the Bible
as objective history, even though there may well be
historical truth in it. The Acts of the Apostles which he
suggests is a good read is written, as is Luke, by a man
who did some research and his history is shown to be
accurate. If Martin wants some verification I think he
does need to read further and perhaps get in touch with
some qualified theologian - but not of the Jesus Seminar
variety. Some Christian Ministers are certainly more
qualified than others.
Most Christians find difficulties in various parts of
the Scriptures. There are what look like contradictions
but many are capable of logical explanation. There
is development. Laws that were appropriate for the
culture in which the Hebrews lived are not mandatory
for the world of the New Testament. Jewish dietary
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requirements do not apply to Christians.
Some
requirement at one time may be the opposite of what is
needed for a subsequent time or group. “Look before
you leap,” and, “He who hesitates is lost” fit different
situations.
Some of the difficulties Martin finds are not new
and have been answered time and again by Christian
writers.
The Bible often recounts the wickedness of some who
were also people of faith. We are not required to copy
everything we read but rather to learn from it. I have
friends who erect a straw man which is easy to knock
down, and which I have never believed anyway. I need
to follow what is good and avoid what is monstrous.
Godly Hebrews believed that God is the one who
will judge nations. The sins of the Amorites were
exceedingly evil and God judged these nations in
Canaan through the invading Hebrews.
In turn
the idolatrous and corrupt Jewish nation itself was
overcome by the invading Assyrians who in turn were
dealt the with by the Babylonians. It may be tempting
and even foolish to wonder about America being judged
by September 11. Certain it is that in the end God’s
judgements will be just.
The language of the Bible is often phenomenal. We
still say “The sun rises”. I think it’s rather nit-picking
to query the measurements of Huram’s bronze tank or
the word about bats being birds. The Bible contains
metaphor and symbol, allegory, proverbial writings, as
well as history. Interpretation must take into account
the various genres.
Because some pick and choose from the Bible does not
absolve me from careful study. On some matters many
Christians are agnostic, waiting further understanding.
In a meal of fish I leave the bones to one side and don’t
want them stuck in my throat.
Martin is unable to see any divine or superhuman
wisdom in the Bible. He seems to modify that later, but
maybe the lack of the divine is simply that - his lack
of the divine. One’s approach to reality is affected by
whether there is, or is not, an authority outside us. I
have a book by Dr John Lennox, Fellow in Mathematics
and the Philosophy of Science in Oxford University,
who writes of the interface of science, philosophy and
theology. His book is called, God’s Undertaker - Has
Science buried God? Worth reading.
There are many other points made by Martin and
my comments will not necessarily make him rethink his
views. I welcome his honest opinions but am a little
skeptical about his skepticism.
Barry Butler
maba@austarnet.com.au

Letters
The Bible, Part II
Martin Bridgstock admits, “Obviously reading the Bible
once does not qualify me as a scholar.” Sadly, and similarly,
reading my physics books in college, even repeatedly, did
not qualify me to become an engineer.
But, as to his article in The Skeptic 28/4...
Does Bridgstock not wonder why there were so few
executions in Biblical Israel? It is because the severe
punishments listed there were not applied unless there was
prior warning and witnesses to the offense.
Even the more prosaic crime of murder was so rarely
punished by execution that a Sanhedrin of later times
that imposed such a penalty was known as a “bloody
Sanhedrin”, so averse were Jews to capital punishment.
One rabbinical commentator says that the severe
punishments listed were meant as warnings and conviction
was deliberately made difficult.
In more recent times the U. S. Constitution defines
treason but also requires witnesses or confession in open
court. According to Wikipedia there have been “fewer than
40 federal prosecutions for treason in the U. S. and fewer
convictions”.
I know of no one executed for treason in American
history.
Gary Goldberg
gcapitalg@aol.com

God
I can answer Ken Woodman’s letter about God quite
succinctly: omnipresence and multitasking.
The first is a fundamental belief in all monotheistic
religions and the second was first achieved in the Amiga
computer in 1985.
Gary Goldberg

Econometric Warming Model
The econometrician’s model for global warming (John
Perkins, Forum The Skeptic 28/4) is certainly simple, but
not very compelling. The assumed linear forcing factors
are nothing like the physical relationships: temperature
is actually expected to increase with the 4th power of
radiation but only logarithmically with CO2. Apart from
that, we need to be careful of inferring too much from
correlations. For example, for 17 straight US presidential
elections between 1936 and 2000, the winner was accurately
predicted by whether the Washington Redskins won their
last home game or not. (R squared = 1, P-value = .000008).
I am also reminded of the econometrician who awoke
with a headache after drinking rum and coke. The next
night he switched to scotch and coke and again suffered

in the morning. Later he tried bourbon and coke with a
similar result. Ultimately he did the only sensible thing and
stopped putting coke in his drinks!
Paul Bird
pmbird@bigpond.net.au

Critical Thinking in Schools
Two responses emerged from my first reading of Peter
Ellerton’s Critical Thinking in Schools The Skeptic 28/4.
The first is a vague memory of having done some
of this deductive and inductive stuff in the remote past,
especially the premises and conclusion bits; perhaps
it was somewhere in 1950s Victorian Leaving and/or
Matriculation classes. Perhaps, instead of the whole year
available to Ellerton’s courses, it was covered in a few
lessons, and most likely by earnest teachers struggling,
in sad old Anglo-Australian tradition, to ‘keep a page
ahead of the kids’.
Second, early on, is Ellerton’s depressing observation
that “rather oddly, it is not always assumed that the best
way for students to understand something is to teach it to
them”. For a more prevalent and damaging application
of ‘Let’s not actually teach them’, think the alphabet.
Once upon a time, unless I’m suffering from severe
confirmation bias, teachers were valued largely for their
scholarship, for the depth and breadth of their subject
knowledge, and for their craft skills in passing that
on, for re-interpreting it for each new class, cohort and
generation, and for their dedication to classroom work
and its attendant extras, very aware of Euclid’s advice
about learning and royal roads.
Now, it seems teachers who still glory in that are
dissed as ‘ramming facts down kids’ throats’ and are put
on the wrong side of the Creativity Good - Rote-learning
Bad duality. It’s the start of a slippery slide downwards
to limp-wristed, soft-brained Facilitator status.
No wonder so many adults outside the education
industry look askance on teachers for what seems their
overlong holidays, 3.00 pm knock-off time and apparent
unaccountability. No wonder recent media stories report
breathlessly such Eureka! moments as ‘good teachers
make good schools’, and ‘teachers can’t teach what they
don’t know’.
But maybe there’s a new deduction abroad:
knowledgeable and committed scholars make good
teachers / Lesley and Vivian are knowledgeable and
committed scholars / therefore L and V are (mutatis
mutandis, likely to be) good teachers.
Leonard Colquhoun
lenmarg@connexus.net.au
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Letters
Global Warming
The article by John I. Perkins, A Simple Econometrician’s
Guide to Global Warming The Skeptic 28/4, is correct as far
as statistical analysis goes, but regrettably proves very
little. However, the article is useful in that it highlights
the arguments of both the proponents and skeptics in
the ongoing greenhouse debate.
His analysis points to a statistical link between the
rise of carbon dioxide and a rise in global temperatures
over the past century and, further, that none of the
other factors he lists – aerosols, volcanic emissions and
solar radiation - could be responsible. On the face of it
this is correct and is, in fact, the basic greenhouse case.
Concentrations of carbon dioxide, and other greenhouse
gases, have risen, and global temperatures have also
risen - therefore one has caused the other.
The problem with this argument is that Perkins
has not been given the full story by climatologists.
Temperatures are known to have varied in regular
cycles for thousands of years, and carbon dioxide
cannot be invoked as an explanation for those changes.
One interesting piece of research on this point. A role
for atmospheric CO2 in pre-industrial climate forcing
published in mid-October in the proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciencies of the US shows some
surprisingly large natural variations in carbon dioxide
(as measured by examining fossilied leaves recovered
from peat bogs). But scholars are still a long way short
of comprehensively linking carbon dioxide to climate
forcing. Ice core evidence from more distant times shows
that CO2 changes have lagged temperature changes.
The other major candidate is variations in solar
activity, but the problem with that explanation is that
variations in solar radiation alone simply do not cut
it. Perkins’ analysis, which is far too clever for me to

comprehend, let alone critique, would seem to reflect
this. However, the sun may well be acting in mysterious
ways which scientists are only just beginning to fathom.
Solar winds affecting cloud cover? Variations in solar
magnetic fields doing heaven only knows what with the
atmosphere? Who knows?
An interesting piece of work on this point is a paper
in Geology, January 2009 “ Is there a link between Earth’s
magnetic field and low-level precipitation?” The paper
notes that variations in earth’s magnetic field may be
linked to variations in the solar magnetic field.
However, as most of what scientists thought they
knew about the internal workings of the Sun was
recently proved completely wrong and links between
solar activity and climate are still hotly debated,
assigning a value to the Sun’s influence on climate
would seem premature. Perkins’ careful analysis may
well fail on that point.
Then again it could be right (if, by accident, the value
assigned to solar forcing is close to the actual value,
or only the radiation factor mattered in the relevant
period). If so, can we then make any useful forecasts
from his conclusions? Emphatically no. As engineers
who deal with greenhouse systems will tell you the
warming effects of CO2 cut out at a certain point. It is
widely accepted that CO2 will have some effect but that
there is also a saturation point. The models predicting
umpteen degree increases in temperature rely on a
feedback effect – mostly that the initial change in
temperautre due to increases in CO2 will change cloud
cover in some way. This cloud cover “gain” is almost
entirely assumed.
Mark Lawson
mlawson@afr.com.au

Anthropogenic Global Warming and Climate Change
It’s a familiar debating ploy to ignore the “inconvenient” thrust of a long argument, to latch on to one segment where
a couple of slips are detected, and to then proclaim that the whole “immense” presentation is “full of errors”. So it
happened that the least important paragraph (in terms of the argument) of my piece on global warming and climate
change (28/3, 2008) has provoked the greatest controversy, at least with one of your readers (28/4, 2008).
I humbly apologise to Professor Don Aitkin for misspelling his name. The point of the paragraph was, however,
whether or not “The Great Global Warming Swindle” should be shown by the ABC. My clear recollection is that
Robyn Williams originally said it shouldn’t be, on the grounds that its claims were as false as those of the creationists
and it could mislead the general public; but after negotiations a compromise was reached whereby the documentary
was shown, together with critical comment, in 2007.
I’d lost track of the time between this unfortunate saga and the belated broadcasts by Professors Aitkin and
Schneider on Ockham’s Razor in 2008.
It’s a great pity such “balance” isn’t shown by our national broadcaster every time outrageous claims are made of
imminent catastrophe allegedly caused by anthropogenic GWCC. The same may be said of religion and other pious,
fashionable or politically correct issues.
David Tribe
Neutral Bay
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Letters
God Knows?
In his letter in the 29/4 issue of The Skeptic, Ken Woodman stated that he is a skeptic (did he mean by this, an atheist?), and
asked two questions:
1. Given the size of the universe, how can a creator God communicate with people?
2. Given the number of people in the world, let alone other possible worlds, how can God give a reasonable amount
of time to each one?
It seems to me that these questions arise from two dubious assumptions. The first is that God is confined to the ‘outside’
of the universe he has created. I find this a very strange assumption. The second is that God can only attend to one person
at a time. I personally know several women who can listen to and participate in two or three conversations at once, so what
about God?
Bill Moriarty

Are you sick of dogmatic, irrational or pseudo-scientific beliefs?
Do you want a podcast with a fresh new perspective?

The Pseudo-Scientists
is the show for you! With segments like On the Street and
Celebrity Slag there is never a dull moment. Join Alastair Tait,
Elliot Birch, Jason Ball, Dahli Briedis, Jack Scanlan and
Tay Rush bi-weekly for skeptical thought from young minds.

www.youngausskeptics.com
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1-2-3 Gut Flush
The New, New Age Detox Treatment

Hi, I’m Dr Stefan Sojka from the Astrological Cellular
Crystal Research Institute. Did you know that a full
1/3 of your body weight is made up of toxins? It sounds
unbelievable, but throughout a normal day, you absorb
toxic atoms, toxic compounds and toxic vibrations from
a multitude of toxic sources – toxic food, toxic air, toxic
water and toxic prophylactics. Over time this toxicity
builds up to the point that every cell in your body becomes
overweight, tired and sluggish. What you need is a full
cleansing.
Introducing Astrological Cellular Crystal Research
Institute’s breakthrough toxicity treatment – 1-2-3 Gut Flush.
1-2-3 Gut Flush is a 3 step scientific total toxic cleansing system designed to rid your entire being of
poison – and flush away 1/3 of your body weight in one easy treatment!
Step one involves swallowing our patented reiki-infused crystal. This crystal prepares every cell in
your body for the cleansing process, by aligning them all with the same directional and vibrational
resonance.
Step two is to drink our unique patented natural healing draino. This unblocks the nano-pipes
within your cells’ micro plumbing, then prepares and aligns each toxin in an orderly queue at the
revolving chemical doorway of each cell, ready for expulsion. During this process, you will feel a
deep sense of universal connectedness, since the crystal vibrations are still present, attuning your
astral self to your quantum self and opening up all your chakras to receive the final stage of the
1-2-3 Gut Flush cleansing process.
Step three is the final toxic cleansing phase. We have created a miracle herbal farm remedy that
releases cellular sheep dogs into your acupuncture meridians, to round up the toxins and herd them
through the astral plane sheep-dip that resides in your base chakra. Once treated, the now completely
harmless toxins are herded en masse from the lower chakra post-cleansing holding yard and straight
out of your back passage. Depending on your level of prior toxicity, we usually recommend using an
industrial-strength chamber and cistern, to process the toxic deluge.

There has never been an easier and more scientific way to lose 1/3 of your body weight,
AND cleanse your liver, spleen, gall bladder and hypothalamus in one five minute session
than 1-2-3 Gut Flush.

Please note: 1-2-3 Gut Flush is an extremely thorough cleansing – for complete safety, please consult
your chiropractor, iridologist and family ear-candler before use.

Catch more of “Dr” Stefan Sojka on The Skeptic Zone Podcast: www.skepticzone.tv
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Skeptics think before believing.
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practices from a rational and scientific perspective.

Skeptics challenge the claims.
The Skeptic provides reliable information about paranormal and pseudoscientific
phenomena and is a resource for the public and media.
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