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www.skeptics.com.au
PO Box 20, Beecroft, NSW 2119
Tel: 02 8094 1894; Mob: 0432 713 195; Fax: (02) 8088 4735
president@skeptics.com.au
Sydney Skeptics in the Pub – 6pm first Thursday of each
month at the Mezz Bar, Coronation Hotel, Park St in the city
(meeting upstairs)

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc – Bob Bruce

PO Box 3480, Norman Park QLD 4170
Tel: (07) 3255 0499 Mob: 0419 778 308 qskeptic@uq.net.au
Hear Bob on 4BC Paranormal Panel - 9-10pm Tuesdays
Meeting with guest speaker on the last Monday of every month
(except December) at the Red Brick Hotel, 81 Annerley Road,
South Brisbane. Dinner from 6pm, speaker at 7.30pm.

Dinner meetings are held on a regular basis.
Annual Skeptics Convention: November 19 - Bookings online or Canberra Skeptics – Michael O’Rourke & Pierre Le Count
PO Box 555, Civic Square ACT 2608
contact nsw@skeptics.com.au NOTE: May be booked out
http://www.canberraskeptics.org.au Tel: 0417 253 044
mail@canberraskeptics.org.au (general inquiries),
arthwollipot@gmail.com (Canberra Skeptics in the Pub).
Hunter Skeptics Inc – John Turner

Tel: (02) 4959 6286 johnafturner@westnet.com.au

Meetings are held upstairs at The Cricketers Arms Hotel, Cooks
Hill (Newcastle) on the first Monday of each even-numbered
month, commencing 7.00pm, with a guest speaker on an
interesting topic. Visitors welcome. For further information contact
the secretary at: kevin.mcdonald379@bigpond.com

Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc – Terry Kelly
GPO Box 5166, Melbourne VIC 3001
Tel: 1 800 666 996 vic@skeptics.com.au

Skeptics’ Café – Third Monday of every month, with guest
speaker. La Notte, 140 Lygon St. Meal from 6pm, speaker
at 8pm sharp.

Monthly talks usually take place on the 13th of each month at
the Innovations Theatre at the ANU. Dates and topics are subject
to change. Canberra Skeptics in the Pub gather at 1pm on the
third Sunday of each month at King O’Malleys Pub in Civic. For
up-to-date details, visit our web site at: www.meetup.com/
SocialSkepticsCanberra/

Skeptics SA – Laurie Eddie

52B Miller St Unley, SA 5061
Tel: (08) 8272 5881 laurieeddie@adam.com.au
Thinking and Drinking - Skeptics in the Pub, on the third Friday
of every month. Contact nigeldk@adam.com.au
www.meetup.com/Thinking-and-Drinking-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/
calendar/10205558 or http://tinyurl.com/loqdrt

More details on our web site www.skeptics.com.au/vic

WA Skeptics – Dr John Happs

Meetings are held quarterly on second Tuesday at Albury/
Wodonga on pre-announced dates and venues.

PO Box 466, Subiaco, WA 6904
Tel: (08) 9448 8458 info@undeceivingourselves.com
All meetings start at 7:30 pm at Grace Vaughan House,
227 Stubbs Terrace, Shenton Park
Further details of all our meetings and speakers are on our
website at www.undeceivingourselves.com

Gold Coast Skeptics – Lilian Derrick

Australian Skeptics in Tasmania – Leyon Parker

Borderline Skeptics Inc – Russell Kelly

PO Box 17, Mitta Mitta, Victoria 3701
Tel: (02) 6072 3632 skeptics@wombatgully.com.au

PO Box 8348, GCMC Bundall, QLD 9726
Tel: (07) 5593 1882; Fax: (07) 5593 2776
lderrick@bigpond.net.au
Contact Lilian to find out news of more events.

PO Box 582, North Hobart TAS 7002
Tel: 03 6238 2834 BH, 0418 128713 parkerley@yahoo.com.au
Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month, 6.30pm, Ball and
Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place, Hobart

Darwin Skeptics – Brian de Kretser

Tel: (08) 8927 4533 brer23@swiftdsl.com.au
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E D I T O R I A L From the Editor

The end of the world news

I

4

t’s been a pretty interesting year for
skeptics and skeptical activism.
After campaigns by Richard Saunders,
Today Tonight, Choice and the
Australian Competition & Consumer
Commission, the Australian distributor
of the Power Balance wristband went
out of business. And so too, in the last
few weeks, has the American version.
Anti-vaxxer Andrew Wakefield, having
been drummed out of the British
Medical Association, was declared in
the British Medical Journal to have faked
the research results that he claimed had
suggested a link between the MMR
vaccine and autism.
The Australian anti-Vaccination
Network has been facing its own
ongoing legal issues, with a case
brought against it by the NSW Health
Care Complaints Commission slowly
– very slowly – making its way through
court. This followed concerted effort
by various skeptics, and particularly the
Stop the AVN organisation, which won
last year’s Skeptic of the Year award.
The AVN’s on-and-off president
Meryl Dorey was herself hauled over
the coals, even by some of her own
supporters, for comparing vaccination
with rape.
The SensaSlim ‘weight-loss’ company
was proved to be the work of convicted
conman Peter Foster, and was peddling
goods about as useful as homeopathy
and just as honestly marketed. The
ACCC took it to court and it has ceased
business. Dr Ken Harvey, winner of this
year’s Skeptics’ Thornett Award, was up
front and centre in this campaign.
The chiropractor Nimrod Weiner
was hounded by the media, not to
mention a determined Dr Rachael
Dunlop, into removing his antivaccination stance from his website,
faced many complaints (including
from within the chiropractic fraternity)
about his public presentations and even
left his position as vice-president of the
Chiropractors Association of Australia.

(Latest news, at tome of going to press,
is that his anti-vax statements are back
up on his site – watch this space for
more action.)
Do you want more?
The Therapeutic Goods Association
was criticised in an Australian National
Audit Office investigation into its
practices – the ANAO said the
TGA lacked transparency and “the
expectations of the public are not being
met and there is more the TGA can do”.
Retailer Rebel Sports removed the
NRG Titanium Ion bands – one of the
many Power Balance also-rans – from its
shelves following action on Twitter and
online by skeptics and others.
And Ken Harvey won his legal battle
with SensaSlim which had taken him to
court for defamation as a means to shut
him up. He won, they lost, and his legal
bills were covered through the generosity
of a grass-roots movement of skeptics.
Don’t let anyone tell you that skeptics
aren’t active activists.
It is important to note, as Saunders
reminded Skeptic pubbers in Sydney
recently, that the happy ending of these
events was often brought about by the
efforts of government bodies – HCCC,
ACCC, etc. While it might be a
sobering thought that we rely on others
to make the coup de grace, I think it is
fair to admit that we are not set-up to
take on all aspects of the task. But we
certainly play a role – and sometimes
a very big role - in pushing the cause
toward that conclusion.
There were, of course, some
things that didn’t happen in the year,
specifically the end of the world ... twice.
I can be pretty confident of that.
But then, we do have the Mayan
end of the world around the corner.
As a special end-of-days gesture, if the
world does end in 2012 we promise to
reimburse our readers with the balance
of their subscription fees.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor

ISSN 0726-9897
Quarterly Journal of
Australian Skeptics Inc
(ABN 90 613 095 379)
Editor
Tim Mendham
Editorial Board
Steve Roberts
Eran Segev
Martin Hadley
Barry Williams
Design Services
Nova Consulting P/L
All correspondence to:
Australian Skeptics Inc
PO Box 20
Beecroft NSW 2119
Australia
Contact details
Tel: +61 (0)2 8094 1894
Mob: +61 (0)432 713 195
Fax: +61 (0)2 8088 4735
editor@skeptics.com.au
www.skeptics.com.au
The Skeptic is published four times
per year by Australian Skeptics Inc.
Views and opinions expressed in articles
and letters in The Skeptic are those of
the authors, and are not necessarily
those of Australian Skeptics Inc.
Articles may be reprinted with
permission and with due acknowledgement to The Skeptic.
All effort is made to ensure correct
acknowledgement of all contributions.
We are happy to update credit when so
informed.

Editorial submission deadline
for the next issue:
January 15, 2012

NEWS

The Skeptic December 11

Around the traps... awards
And the winner is ...
At the recent national convention
of Australian Skeptics, held in
Sydney at the Australian Museum
on November 19, the not-so-coveted
Bent Spoon Award was given to RMIT
University “for having a fundamentalist
chiropractic education program – if
the word education can be used in this
way – and for endorsing the practice
by targeting children and infants in
their on-campus paediatric chiropractic
clinics”.
The Bent Spoon is presented
annually to the perpetrator of the
most preposterous piece of paranormal
or pseudo-scientific piffle. The
nominations come from the public, and
the decision as to the ultimate winner
is made by the various Skeptics groups.
RMIT was a unanimous choice.
Dishonourable mention went to
the Pharmacy Guild of Australia and
to Blackmores for their deal to sell
unnecessary and unproven products
to people who purchase proven
pharmaceutical products. (See the
separate story this issue.)
Skeptics president, Eran Segev,
in giving the awards, said that “The
positive side of this deal is that the
negative press it generated is likely to
hold back a trend that we could see
growing.”
The Skeptic of the Year is given to a
member of the Skeptical community
who makes a highly noteworthy
contribution to the skeptical point-ofview and associated action. Last year we
noted a first for this award when it was
awarded not to an individual but to an
organisation, Stop the AVN. This year
was another first, because the Skeptic
of the Year went to a person who had
been awarded the same award before –
Loretta Marron.
In addition to her usual activities
to expose quacks and to have devices
and other products removed from the
Australian Register of Therapeutic
Goods, this year Loretta took on the

chiropractic industry, and in particular
fundamentalist chiropractors, who
still believe in the concept of vertebral
subluxations as the cause of most
diseases. With her usual consistency,
hard work and determination, Loretta
has been forcing the chiropractic
industry to face up to the fact that
fundamentalists are not a fringe group
within them, but rather are prominent
and influential. Loretta’s work in this
area is far from done, but we know she
will not relent. As Simon Singh said
after spending half an hour speaking
to Loretta about her activities: “Now I
know why they’re afraid”.
An additional award, The Thornett
Award for the Promotion of Reason
– which we call “the Fred” after the
late and noted Skeptic Fred Thornett –
acknowledges a member of the public
or a public figure who has made a
significant contribution to educating or
informing the public regarding issues
of science and reason. In addition to a
commemorative certificate, $1,000 is
awarded to the recipient or to a charity
or cause of their choice.
This year the Fred was awarded
to Dr Ken Harvey, who has taken
great personal risks in exposing
pseudomedicine claims, including
his much publicised stoush with the
SensaSlim company. He also won

because of his actions in ensuring that
regulatory authorities, who are supposed
to protect the public, live up to their
responsibility.
There were two further awards made.
Frank Pangello received recognition for
his work in the media exposing dubious
and unproven claims. He is a TV
journalist with Channel Seven’s Today
Tonight program in Adelaide, and has
produced programs covering homeopathy, Power Balance wristbands, etc.
A second award, this time a “lifetime
achievement”, went to past president,
editor and executive officer of the
Skeptics, Barry Williams.
Barry has been a member of
Australian Skeptics from its beginning.
Over his 30 years with the organisation,
Barry was “the life-force behind
Australian Skeptics and skepticism in
Australia”. Already a Life Member of
the organisation, Barry remains on
the NSW committee as an emeritus
member, but has scaled back his level
of activity. For his contribution, in
addition to the usual certificate, he was
given a replica of the Ashes – an icon of
cricket, a sport close to Barry’s heart. It
was, perhaps, appropriate that, being a
dyed-in-the-wool Skeptic, we chose to
present Barry with a fake.
All of the awards were roundly
endorsed by the convention attendees.

.
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Convention

A Splendid time

Tim Mendham recounts the people,
presentations and prandial playfulness of the
2011 Skeptics Convention.

1

C

1
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ompared with the extravaganza that was TAM Oz, this year’s Skeptics
Convention was a more modest affair - a one-day event with a limited
audience of 150. But what it might have lacked in terms of length it certainly
made up in depth.
Held last month at the dignified surroundings of the Australian Museum dinosaurs to the left, stuffed mopokes to the right - the audience was regaled
with Nobel laureates, heads of departments, and science practitioners from across
the scientific landscape: medicine, environmental science, corporate governance,
skepticism and reason, and the media, talking about promoting science, defending
reason and a touch of the evils of marketing cosmetic surgery.

PSEUDOMEDICINE

The day kicked off with long-time
Skeptic and plastic surgeon Cholm
Williams.
Cholm had addressed the very first
convention in 1986, where he scared
the audience with graphic images of the
damage done by folk cures. If the holes
in people’s faces didn’t turn you off on
that occasion, then his return bout at
the 27th convention would have had
you squirming in your seat with the
stupidity of some examples of cosmetic
surgery gone awry, and the cupidity
underpinning some of the marketing
ploys designed to get people there.
Basically, the marketing, he says, is
made up of three inputs - psychology
(body image), artistry (the ‘carpentry’
of the craft) and technology (much of
it pseudo).
The 2011 Skeptics Convention dinner
went off with a bang
Photo by Mal Vickers
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He discussed various forms of
piercing and mutilation (shades of
the earlier folk cures), how photos
are fudged, marketing to both the
customers and the practitioners, and
the wide range of technology (“It
has been said that when any new
technological advance is made, the
first two groups which exploit it are
the magicians and the charlatans,
although the two may overlap.”) Breast
and penis enlargement, face peeling,
liposuction, patches, radio frequency

3

and ultrasound, pulsed light - the list
goes on.
There was definitely squirming in
the seat.
Heat was more the response to the
next presentation.
Dr Rachael Dunlop, vice-president
of the Skeptics, described the history
of chiropractor Nimrod Weiner, and
his and the Chiropractors Association
of Australia’s views on vaccination.
Following investigation by Dunlop,
follow-up by Australian Doctor magazine
and the release of tape recordings of
his “I’m not against vaccination, I’m
just here to scare the wits out of you”
presentation, Weiner’s media coverage
was far from positive, ranging across
specialist media, press and radio.
She also related the saga of a
supposed clinical study of breast cancer
which seemed to support homeopathy.
Far from it, as closer examination
proved the study to be highly faulty,
with important data not included,
unsupported conclusions, poor
statistical analysis and basically bad
scientific practice. The investigation –
skeptical activism of the highest order
– resulted in various initial statements
in favour of the study, including

www.ceed.edu.au).
Peter Hadfield, another science
journalist and now something of a
cult figure on YouTube, described the
dumbing down of science journalism.
SCIENCE AND THE MEDIA
David Salt, science author and editor of Beginning with the scary prospect of
the environmental publication Decision the Cliff Clavin Science Page (devotees
of the TV program Cheers will know
Point, gave an impassioned plea on
Cliff as the self-appointed expert
the need to address problems with
on every topic), Hadfield described
diminishing habitat and the wildlife
around us – though “around” might be the way ‘dumb’ stories can be tarted
up to look like science – add a few
a short-lived concept.
statistics, a chart of two, and hey
Australia does not come across well
presto, scientific
truth. He used the
“why Mars is red”
story that appeared
in many news sites.
Apparently, it was
all because of a
nuclear reaction
which turned
the sand red. At
least, that’s if you
choose your quotes
5
4
carefully, or at least
in the habitat-degradation scale: we are pick out the most sensational bits.
Same with the so-called ‘Climategate’
a leading contributor to the humanemails which exposed nefarious goingsinduced mass extermination event
on among pro-AGW climate change
that is currently occurring on Earth.
scientists, selective quoting from old
Close to half of all known mammal
emails (1999) was used to present a
extinctions in the last two hundred
picture of deceit, double-dealing and
years have occurred in Australia, while
blocking of true learning.
three bird species, four frog species
All you need
and 61 species
to dumb down
of flowering
The audience was
science is less than
plants have
a modicum of
become extinct
regaled with Nobel
knowledge, a desire
since European
Laureates, scientists,
for the quick and
settlement.
colourful (and worst
Nearly 13
department heads, the
case) grab, and hey
per cent of
media and surgeons.
presto again, Cliff
all Australia’s
Clavin’s Science
known terrestrial
Page.
vertebrate
The annual skeptics awards, always
species are listed nationally as critically
endangered, endangered or vulnerable. highly anticipated by convention
audiences, were handed out after
And the news is not much better
the lunch break – the coveted Bent
elsewhere in the world.
Spoon, the more positive Skeptic
One of the issues is that countries
have to balance their priorities, making of the Year, the Thornett Award for
the Promotion of science, special
conservation choices between species
mention for journalism and a Lifetime
based on cost, benefit and chance of
Achievement Award to past president,
success.
editor and executive officer Barry
Decision Point is published by the
Williams. A fuller report of the awards
ARC-funded Centre of Excellence for
is carried elsewhere in this issue.
Environmental Decisions (CEED –
one from the House of Lords, being
removed and replaced with comments
to the complete opposite.

“

”
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REGULATING MEDICAL CLAIMS

8

A highlight (among highlights) of the
convention was a panel made up of
Dr Ken Harvey, campaigner against
pseudomedicine; Marcus Bezzi,
executive general manager of the
ACCC’s Enforcement & Compliance
Division; and Dr Rohan Hammett,
national manager of the Therapeutic
Goods Association.
The panel’s aim was to look at the
regulation of unproven and disproven
medical treatments, and the ability of
those institutions set up to undertake
that task to perform in a satisfactory
manner. The focus was decidedly on
the TGA and recent events with the
SensaSlim ‘weight loss’ product.
All three panellists had involvement
with SensaSlim – Dr Harvey had
initially lodged a complaint with
the TGA over the product and
had subsequently been sued by the
company, and the ACCC had brought
legal action because of the dodgy
structure and misdealings of the
company.
The day before the convention,
Peter Foster, convicted conman
and the man secretly in charge of
SensaSlim, had been arrested. Though
the timing was claimed to coincide
with the convention, in fact Foster
had been arrested in regard to some
previous actions. Undaunted, Harvey
took it as a good sign, but it didn’t
stop him launching a blast at the TGA
for its perceived lack of action.
He described his experiences with
SensaSlim, the complaints process, and
the long procedure of getting some
sort of decision out of the TGA. What
do we want? he asked. A Complaints
Resolution Panel and TGA with teeth.
Bezzi described the action taken by
the ACCC in regard to SensaSlim, and
past investigations on claimed cures
for impotence, cancer, allergies, the
Power Balance wristband and weight
loss programs. Basically, there are ways

and means that the ACCC must go
through, though it seems to be taking
a more activist line in the field of
pseudomedicine.
Hammett must have felt like a lamb
in the lions’ den (to mix a metaphor).
Harvey had already taken a swipe at
the TGA, and only a few weeks earlier
the TGA had won an honorary Shonky
award from Choice for inaction
over the SensaSlim case. The panel
moderator was, in fact, Christopher
Zinn, director of campaigns and
communication for Choice, so it was
understandable if Hammett thought

he’d be in for a bollocking. In fact,
he acquitted himself, even smiling at
times, without being overly pressed.
The audience was polite, if a bit
frustrated, by Hammett’s explanation
that the TGA is hamstrung by

8

1. At the Museum, waiting for lunch?
2. The audience - “all those in favour”
(apart from Ken Harvey, apparently);
3. Cholm Williams; 4. Rachael Dunlop;
5. David Salt;
6. Peter Hadfield (it was this big, honest);
7. Panel: (l to r) Ken Harvey, Marcus Bezzi,
Rohan Hammett; 8. Christopher Zinn;
9. Meredith Doig; 10. Peter Doherty;
11. Karen Player

6
7

Photos: Ruth Ellison ( 1-3, 5-8), Mal Vickers ( 4 ),
John Carney (9,11 ) and Eran Segev video (10)
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regulation and lack of resources.
He compared the TGA’s staff
numbers of about 610 FTE and a
budget of A$113m with that of the US
FDA (about 17,000 people and a budget
of US$4 billion), and Canada’s HPFB
(2100 people and C$289m). And this
despite the fact that all groups monitor
roughly the same number of products
– about 64,000. Decisions on which
products to investigate more closely are
based on the risk ‘continuum’ – the
higher the risk of harm, the increased
level of TGA regulatory interest.
Complementary medicines were low
down on the list, while prescription
medicines and class III medical devices
(cardiac stents, pacemakers) are high.
This was not necessarily what the
audience wanted to hear.

REASON AND SCIENCE

Meredith Doig, president of the
Rationalist Society of Australia and
chair of the newly formed Reason
Australia (www.reasonaustrlaia.org),
described the latter organisation as
a “mini Get-Up” focused on areas
of interest to ‘free thought’ groups –
rationalists, humanists, atheists and
skeptics – including social issues such
as separation of church and state,
same-sex marriages, etc. RA is seen
as being an umbrella organisation
“adding value by providing
increasingly professional lobbying
expertise to gain more prominence”.
Doig said the organisation is
interested to hear from other groups
and individuals to build the numbers
and momentum to carry the message
further.
Another highlight was a
presentation by Nobel laureate Dr
Peter Doherty. Doherty was unable to
be at the convention, but pre-recorded
a talk which covered a broad range of
topics, including climate change and
creationism, stressing and describing
throughout the need to follow
scientific method.
A key point he made was the need
to constantly bring in new blood –
“Science progresses through funerals”,
he said, adding that those who had
left the field of scientific endeavour
were soon out of touch with the latest

9
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thinking. Data was there to be looked
at, and he encouraged everyone to find
out and seek the data.
He described the lack of critical
thinking evidenced on colleagues of
his in the US who were simultaneously
scientists and creationists, and he
derided the proponents of climate
change ‘scepticism’ as selecting only
the data they wanted to substantiate
their claims, and ignoring the bulk of
other information that supported the
concept of AGW.
What impressed everyone at the
convention was that Doherty had
extemporised the entire presentation.
Recorded by Skeptics president Eran
Segev, Doherty had been asked one
question – to introduce himself – and
there was no need for any further
prompting. While the presentation

shown at the convention was slightly
edited to fit the event’s schedule, the
full version will be available online
shortly. See the Skeptics website for
details.
The final speaker for the convention
was Karen Player, a member of
the Australian Skeptics committee
and coordinator of the Australian
Museum’s Learning Services. As she
had been instrumental in organising
the venue of the convention, it was
fitting that her presentation covered
the weird and wonderful things the
Museum dealt with on a day-to-day
basis.
The Museum is holder of the most
scientific specimens and cultural
artefacts in the southern Hemisphere
– 16 million items. Founded in 1827,
it was the first museum in Australia,
and the sixth oldest natural history
museum in the world.
From receiving strange objects for
identification from members of the
public to excursions to regional areas
to promote science, the Museum plays
an important and continuing role in
raising awareness of science to people
of all ages, backgrounds and levels of
scientific literacy.
With that in mind, a ‘what are
they?’ quiz of some items held by
the Museum proved a challenge.
We won’t give away what they were,
because you’ll probably come up
against them next time you visit the
Museum. And you will be visiting the
Museum soon, won’t you?
Certainly those attending the
convention were glad they came. The
organisers received many positive
comments on the diversity and quality
of the presentations. It may have been
shorter than normal, but the standard
was high.
A splendid time was had by all.

POST-CONVENTION FUN

Of course, it didn’t end there. For
those who attended the dinner
following the formal part of the
convention, an even more splendid
time was had. Not only was there
the regular conviviality that we find
at all skeptical gatherings, but the
attendees at the evening’s festivities,

9
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Left: Lawrence Leung,
the man, the comedian, the skeptic, the
Lego haircut.
(Photo: John Carney)

Continued...

held on board the South Steyne ferry
moored at Darling Harbour, were
also entertained with an impressive
fireworks display (as cleverly arranged
by the organisers as had been the
arrest of Peter Foster the day before).
Following that light entertainment,
there was an excellent and highly
amusing post-dinner presentation by
comedian, TV presenter and skeptic
Lawrence Leung.
Lawrence described his painfully
under-misspent youth, performing
magic and generally being nerdish.
Gradually he moved into comedy and
then presenter and chief investigator
on a number of TV programs for
the ABC. His most recent series was

10

Unbelievable, in which he investigated
such paranormalities as psychic powers,
UFOs and ghosts. With excerpts from
his show, he described a séance he
had set up, where even the revelation
that it had all been a fake and there
was no spirit failed to convince the
participants. On the plus side the
series did allow him to meet one of his
heroes, James Randi.
Lawrence’s presentation was
mentioned by some as the [other?]

highlight of the day.
A fitting conclusion
then, to prove that
among the serious
and very serious
topics, skeptics,
particularly the Australian variety, are
known for their sense of humour and
good fun. The combination topped off
another successful convention.
See you next year.

.

Note: The 2012 Skeptics convention
will be held in Melbourne in either
late November or early December,
and at a venue to be confirmed but
probably in central Melbourne.
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Saving kids & avoiding
the issue
Leo Igwe attends a
conference on witchcraft
branding, spirit possession
and African children ...
and notes a problem with
UNICEF

I

n November I attended a two day
conference organised in London by
a UK based charity, Africans United
Against Child Abused (AFRUCA). The
aim of the conference was to mobilise the
faith communities against the practice of
witchcraft branding by highlighting the
negative impact of this phenomenon and
the belief in spirit possession on African
children both in the UK and in Africa.
The conference was designed to
look at different factors underlying the
phenomenon, its impact, and different
policies and strategies to tackle this
growing problem. A focus was on the
importance of religious beliefs, given
the role faith organisations might play
in enforcing the recommendations that
came out of the conference.
Personally, I was delighted to know
that another international child rights
NGO had taken up the fight against
witch hunting in the region. But the
conference’s objective was a tall order.
Africa is a deeply religious society, and
very often faith, dogma and tradition
trump human rights whenever Africa
is discussed. Faith, or more properly
religion, is at the root of most problems
that plague the continent, including that
of witchcraft accusation. Sadly, many
Africans are reluctant to acknowledge
this. Many more people in the region
are unwilling to challenge religious
doctrines, traditions and practices,
particularly when they conflict with
reason, science and common sense.
Many Africans do not want to
question or be seen to be criticising
the dogmas of witchcraft belief. They

refrain from demanding evidence
or proof of witchcraft claims. Many
Christians in Africa find justification for
witchcraft-related abuse in their literal
interpretation of the Bible.
But I must say that the conference
succeeded beyond my expectations.
Representatives of various governmental
and non-govermental organisations,
including the UK government, the
goverments of Congo DRC and
Akwa Ibom State in Nigeria, made
presentations highlighting how they were
responding to the problem. Many nongovernmental organsations, faith and
community-based groups like Stepping
Stones, Congolese Family Centre,
African Health and Policy Network, and
the International Humanist and Ethical
Union were also present and shared their
thoughts, insights and strategies. Also
at the conference were representatives
of UNICEF and the National Human
Rights Commission of Nigeria, scholars,
researchers and activists in the area of
child rights, care and protection in the
UK and in Africa.
Despite the free and open debate
– which made some church leaders
and other witchcraft believers at the
event visibly uncomfortable - many
participants were reluctant to discuss
and actually declare witchcraft and the
belief in spirit possession as superstitious.
The representative of UNICEF said the
agency was not interested in changing the
belief but in addressing the abuses that

are committed as a result of the belief.
But that is where UNICEF got it
wrong. Getting Africans to understand
that witchcraft is superstition is not
changing the belief but clearing and
clarifying a fundamental misconception
at the root of witchcraft branding. And
UNICEF should not shy away from this
important responsibility.
Africans brand their children witches
and subsequently abuse them because
they believe these children have magical
powers which they use to cause harm,
death and diseases in families and
communities. UNICEF needs to answer
these questions: Do children have
magical powers? Do children fly out at
night as birds or spirits to meet in covens
where they suck blood or plot harm?
Can a child be possessed by the spirit of
witchcraft (whatever that means)? Can
a child cause accidents, inflict harm or
misfortune on anyone using ‘magical’
means?
I drew the attention of the
representative of UNICEF and other
participants to the fact that as long
as we refrained from challenging and
ascertaining the veracity of witchcraft
claims, we were only treating the
symptom, not the disease. Stepping
Stones Nigeria agreed, and said that
challenging belief in witchcraft was
one of their strategies to combat this
cultural scourge. I wish UNICEF and
other agencies would adopt the same
strategy.

.
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Health insurance funds are
being used on treatments that
don’t work. And the trouble
is, a lot of that money is ours.
Tim Mendham investigates
the unhealthy practices
of Australia’s health funds.

T
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he nature of Australia’s multitude
of private health insurance (PHI)
funds has been under discussion for a
long time.
Normally the concern is the cost of
premiums, which have been steadily
and sometimes rapidly rising as the cost
and sophistication of medical facilities
and treatments have increased.
This increase in cost has turned
many people away from PHI,
consequently putting pressure on
the public hospital system where
there is no or minimal charge. To
alleviate this pressure, the Howard
federal government over the
period1997-2000 instituted a series
of measures, including a non-meanstested 30 per cent rebate on private
health insurance premiums. This was
designed to make PHI premiums
more affordable. As a stick to go with
the carrot, it also instituted lifetime
cover agreements, whereby premiums
rise by two per cent a year for up
to 10 years as a surcharge if that
person has not joined private health
insurance by age 30.
In other words, the government was
actively pushing people into private
health care insurance.

And it was successful
in doing that. The suite
of PHI policies has raised
private health insurance
membership of one form
or another from just over 30
per cent of the population in
late 1998 to more than 50 per cent
today, and with a vast improvement
in the risk profile – a few years ago 98
per cent of new members of funds were
under 65 years of age.
But this comes at a cost.
The total cost of the PHI rebate
package is upwards of $4.5 billion
per year, including taxation revenue
foregone through exemption of the
Medicare levy surcharge, funding
the 30 per cent rebate itself, and
several hundred million in extra
Medicare payments for medical and
pharmaceutical services associated with
higher private hospital use. (Note that
PHI payouts in 2009-10 amounted to
$12.4 billion in benefits.)
The fact that the scheme hasn’t
exactly alleviated the pressure on public
hospitals is a concern – the newer
generation of members are largely
younger and thus less likely to use
hospital facilities, and when they do

need hospitalisation they often go to
public hospitals to avoid gap payments
not covered by their insurance. Nor has
the subsidy kept insurance rates low –
the increases have been substantial and
well above the CPI.
So does this mean that the Federal
government’s $4.5 billion is going to
health funds for no good purpose?
And do they and the community
realise that it’s not the PHI funds’
money? It’s not even the Federal
government’s money. It’s our taxpayer
money, going to support the health
insurance industry.
And what do the health funds do
with that bounty?
We suggest that at least part of
that money is propping up another
industry, one that offers no benefits,
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with unproven or disproven efficacy,
and which has the potential to hurt or
harm the consumers.
Not exactly a bargain.

TAKING IT TO THE TEACHERS

The most recent investigation of PHI
funds was instigated by a publication
put out by the Teachers Health Fund,
called “Understanding Alternative
Therapies”, which formed most of
the Winter 2011 edition of the fund’s
regular Healthmatters publication for
members.
In her editor’s column in that issue
of the magazine, Nicole Lestal says
that “As winter is once again upon us,
it’s good to know that your Teachers
Health Fund Extras products afford
you coverage for a range of Alternative
Therapies to help you to combat those
awful winter bugs, and feelings of
general ill health.”
“If you are sick and tired of
feeling sick and tired, why not try an
Alternative Therapy?”
She also says that they have “asked
some of our staff members to tell you a
bit about their positive experiences of
using these therapies”.
The issue of the magazine devotes
one page to each of the following:
acupuncture; Feldenkrais; homeopathy;
Chinese herbal medicine: kinesiology;
naturopathy; reflexology; and remedial
massage. (We’ll leave aside the recipe
for lentil and vegetable soup which
probably shouldn’t be classed as an
alternative therapy.)
The comments on each therapy
cover “how does it work” and, in most
cases, “the benefits” of the particular
therapy.
These comments include:
• Acupuncture – “It assists in
preventing disease and illness”
• Homeopathy – “Homeopathy was
developed over 200 years ago and is
now used worldwide. Its effectiveness
has been clearly established by over
200 years of clinical experience. ...
Wherever a set of symptoms can be
obtained, a condition can be treated.
... Homeopathy can treat a wide
range of chronic and acute illnesses.”
• Kinesiology – “Kinesiology identifies
the elements that prevent the

body’s natural internal energies
from accessing life enhancing
potential within the individual. ...
Muscle monitoring gives instant
access to holistic information
held by the core-operating unit
of the entire body-mind system:
the subconscious. This normally
inaccessible neutral substrate holds
memories, information about
physical, emotional, mental and
energetic states, and also determines
muscle tension.”
• Naturopathy – “You do not
need to be unwell to benefit
from Naturopathy. Naturopathic
treatments boost the body’s natural
healing potential, restoring harmony
and preventing disease.”
• Reflexology – “Reflex points, which
relate to all parts of the body, can
be found in the feet, hands, face
and ears. These points respond to
pressure, stimulating the body’s
own natural healing process. The
body starts progressively clearing
blockages, and re-establishing and
balancing energy flows, resulting
in better health.” Among the
“painful, congested, sluggish or
overactive states within the body”
that reflexology can “balance and
normalise” are constipation, asthma
and stroke.
These comments are obviously not
just there for information purposes;
they are endorsements
and encouragements
for Teachers Health
Fund members to take
up these alternative
medicine practices.
Comments such as
those in the magazine
raised the ire of a
number of Skeptics,
especially those who
were members of the
Fund.
We consequently
wrote to the editor:
“Australian Skeptics has
always been concerned with the
proliferation of unproven and
disproven health practices, particularly
those in the so-called alternative or
complementary medicine areas.

“It is therefore of concern that your
recent publication, Healthmatters, and
apparently the Teachers Health Fund
itself, has given a ringing endorsement
to some practices that are totally
without any foundation or that have
very limited efficacy.
“I refer to your Winter 2011
edition of Healthmatters, in which you
unquestioningly give support to such
practices as homeopathy, reflexology,
kinesiology, and aromatherapy, to
name a few. Homeopathy, for a start, is
a completely unfounded practice that
has no basis in science or medicine. It
has been proven to be no better than
placebo, with its basic underpinnings
known to be ridiculous and thoroughly
flawed. And yet your publication says
that “Its effectiveness has been clearly
established by over 200 years of clinical
experience.” This is absolutely not
true, and is extremely unbecoming
and worrying of an organisation whose
parent body is dedicated (hopefully)
to the teaching of truth and critical
thinking.
“We presume that you have included
these practices in your portfolio due
to the demand of your members? That
you have accepted and endorsed them
without any apparent questioning
of their effectiveness (and in some
cases safety) reflects poorly on your
organisation and its support of
education of our children.
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“This matter has been brought to our
attention by a number of teachers and
members of the [Teachers] Federation
who are distressed – to say the least – by
this move.
“Can you offer any information to
show that the Fund has assessed these
services for their value, and that your
unquestioning endorsement is based on
more than an unbridled (and childlike)
enthusiasm for practices that are more
fitting for a new age organisation than
one devoted to the teaching profession?
“We can provide many sources of
information that will point out the
fallacy of claims made for most of the
areas covered in your publication, and
clinical trials and learned opinion which
show that the efficacy of such practices
is questionable if not disproven.
“I look forward to hearing from you.”
We didn’t hear from them – and still
haven’t. Many of our members who
also wrote to the Fund had the same
lack of response. But some were more
‘fortunate’.
South Australian Gerald Carey, a
member of the Fund, wrote to the editor
and got the following reply from Lestal:
“Teachers Health Fund firmly
believes in providing information,
products and services that are in the best
interest of the majority of members.
“The ‘Alternative Therapies’ edition
was created on the basis of feedback
received from Teachers Health
Fund members that complementary
therapies are important to them. This
information was received through
various feedback channels to Teachers
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Health Fund and through independent
research, such as the Health Insurance
in Australia syndicated report
conducted by internationally renowned
researchers, IPSOS.
“Through this feedback we found
that members were interested in
discovering more about Alternative
Therapies and how they could access
these services through their Extras
products.
Teachers Health Fund is a health
insurance fund, not a medical fund. It is
our responsibility to provide members
with access, choice and flexibility in the
treatment of health related illness or
injury, through sustainable products. It
is for this reason that we, along with all
other Australian health insurers (with
the exception of the Doctor’s Health
Fund) provide coverage for Alternative
Therapies.
“For your information, you are
currently on Top Extras cover – our
highest level of Extras cover. CoreElect
is the only product we have in which
you can choose not to be covered
for Alternative Therapies. Please be
advised that if you were to change to
this product, you would not only lose
benefits for Alternative Therapies, but
also a range of other Extras services.
“Alternative Therapy practitioners
must be registered with an appropriate
Professional Membership Association
and endorsed by their Board, in order
for Teachers Health Fund to recognise
them as a provider of such services.
This means that the practitioner
must be qualified in their therapy,
hold a requisite level of professional
indemnity insurance and hold a
current First Aid Certificate. Teachers
Health Fund conducts a review of
Recognised Providers annually, and deregisters non-complying practitioners
accordingly.
“I appreciate the time taken to send
us your feedback regarding this issue. I
hope that this response serves to allay
you concerns.”
- Nicole Lestal, Marketing
Communication Coordinator & Editor,
Healthmatters
Kevin McDonald, from the Hunter
region, also wrote to the editor and
received a reply, although this time from

the marketing and product manager,
Christine Mulley. It was identical
to that received by Carey, although
ostensibly written by two different
people to two different correspondents.
The only differences were that the letter
from Mulley removed the paragraph on
the specific level of coverage, and made
the following addition:
“For your interest, each edition of
Healthmatters is also prefaced with a
standard disclaimer, stating that: “…
All expressions of interest are published
on the basis that they are not regarded
as representing the official opinion of
Teachers Health Fund unless expressly
stated. Teachers Health Fund accepts
no responsibility for the accuracy of any
of the opinions, advice, representations
or information contained in this
publication and readers should rely
on their own advice and enquiries in
making decisions affecting their own
health, well-being or interest.”
The responses raise some obvious
points.
First, the ludicrous reference to
“health related illnesses and injury –
presumably there are also non-healthrelated illnesses and injuries.
The statement that practitioners
must hold a First Aid certificate is of
little comfort; while no doubt useful,
certificates can be issued following a
one-day course that costs around $100.
More importantly is the statement
that “All expressions of interest are
published on the basis that they are
not regarded as representing the official
opinion of Teachers Health Fund
unless expressly stated. Teachers Health
Fund accepts no responsibility for
the accuracy of any of the opinions,
advice, representations or information
contained in this publication ...”. This
is an avoidance of their duty – the
member’s magazine is the official
publication of the Fund, and therefore
should rightly be regarded as the
representing the policy of the Fund
rather than an interesting read in a
consumer publication.
In any case, statements such as
“[Homeopathy’s] effectiveness has been
clearly established by over 200 years
of clinical experience” are presented
as fact, not opinion. There is no
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THE UNITY APPROACH

W

hile much skeptical interest was focused on the
Teachers Heath Fund magazine’s promotion of
alternative medicine, Victorian skeptic Russell Kelly
was approaching another fund, Australian Unity, on
its promotion of complementary medicines.
In the Autumn 2011 edition of Australian Unity’s
member publication Life+ (or Lifeplus, it’s never
clear which), there is an article called “Outside the
Square” (http://www.australianunity.com.au/au/
lifeplus/20110501/natural.asp). The article has no
author credit.
Under the subheading
“Natural therapies are
becoming increasingly
popular among
Australians, but do they
work with mainstream
western medicine?” it
includes the statement:
“While proponents of
natural therapies believe
that it is a holistic
heath care system that
derives from nature,
these therapies are not
without their critics who
cite the lack of sufficient
clinical evidence
supporting their
benefits. But should the
issue be so black and
white? Can’t we have
both?”
That is the thrust of
the article – complementary rather than alternative.
To be fair, the article quotes Dr Vicki Kotsirilos, “a GP
who has served on a number of government committees
throughout her career, including the Advisory Committee
for Complementary Medicine and the Therapeutics
Goods Administration, integrates evidence-based
complementary therapies into her treatments. She
also founded the Australasian Integrative Medicine
Association, which represents medical practitioners
seeking to provide whole person medical care by
integrating evidence-based complementary medicine into
mainstream practice.”
She says that “A person may have a chronic disease
where they are on medication but are still crippled with
pain or discomfort. That’s where natural therapies can
work very well alongside mainstream medicine.
“There is a growing body of evidence, but it is only
for some, not all, naturopathic therapies, and not
homoeopathy.”
Kotsirilos suggests that “Though some elements
of naturopathic treatments, such as the use of certain

vitamins, are widely used and validated by the
mainstream medical community, the evidence for
other elements is mostly anecdotal. However clinical
research is increasing and it is likely that we will see more
naturopathic treatments enter the mainstream in the
future.”
Kimina Lyall, Australian Unity’s group executive,
corporate development, responded to Kelly’s query on
the article: “The views expressed in the [Lifeplus] articles
are not necessarily those of Australian Unity. You will
also note that one of the people quoted in the article
shares your point of view about the evidence for
homeopathy.”
While this last
statement is correct,
there is still the issue
of an un-authored
article – which would
therefore normally
be seen as an internal
statement – promoting
complementary
treatments for chronic
conditions. In a sidebar,
the article quotes
Michelle Hookham,
president of the
Australian Homeopathic
Association, who lists
various ailments that
might be treated with
homoeopathy. It also
quotes Ella Brand,
vice-president for the
Australian Naturopathic
Practitioners
Association, who does likewise.
The only caveat provided is the usual disclaimer: “If you
are considering undertaking a course of natural therapies,
you should consult your doctor first about how it may
benefit your health and style.” Nothing about how it
might be useless or even dangerous.
In further correspondence, Amanda Hagan, CEO of AU
Healthcare, says that “In determining our health insurance
tables, we take many factors into account, including the
risk profile of those people more likely to enrol in these
tables. We generally find that the natural therapies table
is attractive to people who are inclined to care about
their health and engage in strategies, such as healthy diet
and exercise, to reduce their risk of major health issues.
Australian Unity is not the only health insurance provider
to offer rebates for natural therapies, and there is growing
demand in the community for these products.”
Phew, that’s alright then. For a second, we thought
there might be a problem.

.
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author credited for this statement, so
presumably it is the work of the editor,
and as a representative of the Fund, this
represents the views of the Fund itself.

THE OMBUDSMAN
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Carey then wrote to the Private Health
Insurance Ombudsman to ask what
their position was on health funds
supporting unproven or disproven
treatments.
He received the following response:
“Thank you for contacting the
Private Health Insurance Ombudsman
with your concerns about TFH
literature sent to you recently.
“The role of the Private Health
Insurance Ombudsman is to provide
health insurance members with an
independent dispute resolution service
for their health insurance problems
where the fund is not acting within
their fund rules or the regulations set
down by the Government. We are not
in a position to act where a health fund
is seen to be complying with their legal
obligations.
“At this time there are no regulations
preventing private health insurers from
providing a benefit for alternative
therapies such as naturopathy,
acupuncture, remedial massage etc.
Therefore a fund is able to put together
policies which combine both traditional
and alternative services to appeal to a
wide market share.
“I note that you have contacted the
fund directly to express your opinion
regarding benefits for these treatments.
It is not the role of a private health
insurer to commence or persuade/
dissuade a member regarding treatment
they use. This decision is made by
the member as result of professional
advice given to them. In 2007, the
Australian government brought in strict
rules regarding the types of providers
who could register with a fund for
patients to receive benefits. This was
done to ensure that the provider was
appropriately qualified and trained to
give the treatment they intended, and

were appropriately recognised by an
Carey, the only fund we could find that
industry body for ongoing regulation.
doesn’t cover alt med treatments is the
These measurements ensure that
Doctors Health Fund. Every other fund
alternative therapy providers work to
– every other fund – offered coverage
a high standard as other professional
of alt med treatments ranging from
health providers have to.
chiropractic, acupuncture, homeopathy,
naturopathy, Chinese and Western
“I have recorded the details of your
herbal medicine, aromatherapy,
complaint on our database to ensure
that it is included in the statistics and
reflexology, ‘touch for health’,
reports we provide to the government
kinesiology and iridology. Not every
and industry and as a way of ensuring
fund covered the full range, although
your concerns have been heard.
every fund (apart from the Doctors) did
However our office will not pursue your cover chiropractic and acupuncture, and
complaint as the fund is complying
almost every fund covered homeopathy,
with current rules and regulations.
naturopathy and Chinese medicine.
“Thank you for raising your concerns (See the sidebar on the list of funds and
their alt med coverage.)
with our office.”
Most of the alt med treatments were
- Kate Hocknull, Dispute
covered in the funds’ ‘extras’ package,
Resolutions Officer, Private Health
which generally also included dental,
Insurance Ombudsman
optometry, physiotherapy, hearing aids,
This wiping-of-hands – it is not our
etc. Evidence indicates that the extras
responsibility; we are constrained by
packages are non-negotiable – you
regulation – is reminiscent of similar
cannot have, say, dental without the alt
statements from Universities Australia
med component. In fact, anecdotally, the
regarding unscientific courses in
suggestion is that if you really did want to
Australian universities, and the TGA’s
limit the package to proven treatments,
position on unsubstantiated claims
then that would cost
by ‘medical’
you extra. This is
providers.
It is a safe assumption
an aspect worthy of
The comment
further coverage.
that “It is not the that there would be
With this
role of a private
no coverage for crystal
background in place,
health insurer
we then contacted
to commence
therapy or using frogs to
all of the funds with
or persuade/
treat warts.
a comment and a
dissuade a
series of questions to
member regarding
see what processes they used to include
treatment they use” is clearly in conflict
alt med in their coverage and what
with the Teachers Fund’s “If you are sick
justification they could offer for doing so.
and tired of feeling sick and tired, why
not try an Alternative Therapy?”
“It is our concern that coverage
Are all health insurance funds like
is being offered for methodologies
that?
which have no or extremely limited
substantive health benefits, and yet
these continue to be supported by
HEALTH FUNDS INVESTIGATION
health funds and thus, through the
We wanted to find out, so we
Federal Government’s subsidisation of
investigated 33 different health funds
private health insurance, by Australian
(including the Teachers Fund), we
taxpayers. Homeopathy, in particular,
checked out via their websites and any
has no foundation in science at all, and
other sources the alt med services that
most of the other treatments under
they covered, and we compared that
discussion have limited effectiveness,
with a list published in the Journal of
and some carry specific claims which
the Australian Traditional Medicine
clearly qualify as pseudoscientific.
Society (JATMS Vol 17 No 2, June
See the comments at the bottom of
2011).
this message regarding some of these
As the editor of the Teachers Health
treatments. [A brief list of some of the
Fund magazine suggested to Gerald

“

”
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evidence against the alt
med treatments covered
was given at the end of
each letter.]
“There are various aspects
to the insurance coverage
of unproven or disproven
therapies that are of great
concern. The primary one
is the suggestion that such
therapies have particular
beneficial outcomes directly
attributed to their use, when
in fact this is often not the
case. This may lead patients
to adopt these therapies in
preference to those therapies
with a better grounding in
science and with clinical assessment to
prove their efficacy. This assumption by
patients is supported by the prospect
of health insurance coverage – ‘They
wouldn’t cover it if it didn’t work’. It
goes without saying that if a patient has
a serious condition, but chooses to use
unproven therapies rather than others
that have proven results, the result can
be catastrophic for both them and their
families.
“The second issue is in regard to
a waste of resources – the dedication
of money, time, and emotional
expenditure where it is not warranted.
This includes the use of taxpayers’
money to indirectly support treatments
that are without foundation. With the
health industry often characterised as
lacking resources and financial support,
the diversion of funds to ‘worthless’
areas is of great concern.
“We would presume that health
funds take a selective approach to the
treatments they cover. For instance, it
is a safe assumption that there would
be no coverage for extreme or outright
ludicrous treatments – faith healing,
trepanning, crystal therapy, or using
frogs to treat warts. It is that decisionmaking process that interests us.”
We then listed those alternative
medicine treatments areas that we
understood each individual fund to offer,
and asked accordingly if the fund could:
• Confirm that the specified treatments
are covered.
• Let us know how they decide
which treatments to cover, whether

Psychics and health
funds - perhaps not the
best juxtaposition in the
circumstances.

alternative/complementary or not.
• How they decide which alternative or
complementary therapies to cover –
how much scientific evaluation they
consider.
• Considering that health fund
insurance is a competitive industry,
what role do market forces and
consumer demand play in their
decision to offer coverage.
We then waited for their response.
And we waited. And we waited.
The honesty, forthrightness and
confidence in the funds’ policy decisions
was staggering ... by its silence.

THE RESPONSES

We received many automated replies:
“Thank you for contacting Teachers
Health Fund. Your request has been
forwarded to a Customer Service
Officer who will reply to your query
within three working days” ... “within 2
business days” ... “1 business day” ...
But only one fund actually
responded, and for that we thank them.
Victoria Hanlon, media advisor,
government & public affairs with
Medibank sent a detailed response to
our questions (quoted below in full).
Firstly, they confirmed the treatments
they covered:
• Chiropractic
• Acupuncture
• Homeopathy
• Naturopathy
• Herbal medicine
• Aromatherapy
• Reflexology
• Kinesiology

Medibank then
went on to clarify
that “The above
therapies are covered by
Medibank’s new extras
products. However,
the benefits we pay
are for consultations
only and we do not
pay benefits for any
substances prescribed
or recommended.
“The member’s
chosen level of cover will determine
what annual limits apply and what
modalities share the same annual
limit. For example, with our Top
extras products, the above modalities
all fall under the one category limit of
Natural Therapies with the exception of
Chiropractic, which shares an annual
limit with Osteopathy. Only members
with appropriate levels of extras cover
are eligible for a benefit. The level of
benefit is also determined by the level of
cover selected.
“The decision to add a new therapy/
modality usually comes about because
of member demand.
“If there is a significant member
demand for an alternative/
complimentary therapy, we will
investigate the therapy and the
Professional Associations that represent
the practitioners. We do this in line
with the requirements of the nationally
agreed Private Health Insurance
(Accreditation) Rules 2008
“In addition, Medibank has a
stringent selection process for natural
therapy providers. Firstly, we assess
an Association to ensure they meet
the accreditation rules. We then
have the Association independently
audited by a leading certification
group. If the association passes both
our assessment and the auditor’s,
then we enter into a contract with the
Association. This contract states that
they can only submit providers to us for
recognition who meet our qualification
requirements that we have established.
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supporting the payment of benefits.
“The decision to cover natural
therapies is driven by recognition of
members’ health choices and demand.
We understand the clinical benefits are
contested however, as stated above, if
the clinical team produce evidence that
the therapy in question is unsafe, then
this will not be supported.
“In addition, allowing our members
to claim a contribution towards the

“When considering a new therapy,
Medibank engages a team of clinicians
to review the available evidence. Where
there is evidence that the therapy
has been considered unsafe, the
clinical team will recommend against

AUSTRALIAN PRIVATE HEALTH INSURANCE FUNDS’ COVERAGE
OF ALTERNATIVE MEDICAL TREATMENTS
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Health Partners		
l
l
l
l
l
l
*
*
*
HIF		
l
l
l
l
l
Latrobe		
l
l
l
*
Lysaght Peoplecare
l
l
l
l
l
Manchester Unity		
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
MBF [now BUPA]		
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
Medibank Private		
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
Mildura Health		
l
l
l
Naval Health		
l
l
l
l
l
l				
NIB		
l
l
l
l
l
Onemedifund		 l
l
l
l
l
Phoenix Welfare		
l
l
l
l
l
l
Police Health		
l
l
l
l
l
l
Qld Country Health
l
l
l		
*
Railway & Transport
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
St Lukes1		
l
l
l
l
l
Teachers Federation l
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
Teachers Union (Qld)1 l
l
l
l
l
Transport Health
l
l
l
l
l
l
*
Westfund Health		
l
l
l
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consultation is not intended to be
an endorsement of the therapy, but
is simply a response to demand from
our members. Medibank respects our
members’ ability to make personal
choices in regards to their individual
wellbeing and to make their own
decision as to whether the therapy is
suitable for them.”
Comforting to know that “if the
clinical team produce evidence that
the therapy in question is unsafe, then
this [therapy] will not be supported”.
Presumably if it doesn’t work, then
that’s OK.

* Cited by the Journal of the Australian Traditional Medicine Society, but to be confirmed.

alongside treatments that do work, so the
juxtaposition of the proven and unproven
would lead the reader/member to one
obvious conclusion – alt med is effective.
The overriding justification seems to
be member demand. If the members
want coverage of swinging cats through
the air three times, as long as it’s not
unsafe, then go for it.
Remember, however, that member
demand for unproven treatments is not
the only issue.
The health insurance funds are
subsidised to the level of $4.5 billion
through membership fee rebates. That’s
equivalent to about a third of what they
pay out in claims.
Member demand? What about
taxpayer demand?
The current Labor federal
government has plans to means test
the rebates and thus reduce the subsidy
for PHI funds. Naturally, the funds are
crying foul. But should this reduction
go ahead, their ultimate reaction will
probably mean raising the premiums,
or maybe even cutting services to some
areas. And maybe, just maybe, they
might consider cutting support for those
services that don’t actually do any good.
But if market forces are the criterion
and the public wants alt med services
even if they are costly and useless, then
don’t hold your breath.

POSTSCRIPT – THE TEACHER’S SOLUTION

In the Spring 2011 issue of the
Teachers Health Fund’s publication,
Healthmatters, there is a special
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“positioning statement on alternative
therapies” from the fund’s CEO, Brad
Joyce. This is obviously a response to the
no-doubt many complaints the fund
had received following the published
endorsement of alternative medical
treatments in the Winter issue. The
statement and reflects a certain level of
sensitivity on the topic.
Joyce says: “Teachers Health Fund
firmly believes in providing information,
products and services that are in the best
interest of the majority of members.
All members are entitled to their
personal opinions in relation to the
efficacy of alternate [sic] therapies and
while some may be sceptical, others
advise they receive significant and long
lasting benefits from these services. Our
coverage of Alternative Therapies reflects
our commitment to providing members
with choice, access and flexibility in
the treatment of health related illness
or injury.
“Alternative Therapy practitioners
must be registered with a relevant
Professional Association in order for
Teachers Health Fund to recognise them
as a provider. The practitioner must be
qualified in their therapy, hold a requisite
level of professional indemnity insurance
and hold a current First Aid Certificate.
Teachers Health conducts a review of
Recognised Providers annually, and deregisters non-complying practitioners.
“We acknowledge that the term
‘alternative’ may be a misleading
description for this group of services.
Accordingly, we have renamed them
‘Complementary Therapies’. This change
is now reflected in our brochure and on
our website.”
And there you have it. All you need
to do is change the name and have a
First Aid Certificate. Not to mention
throwing science out the window so we
can all have “our personal opinions as to
how efficacious these treatments are”.
And your money
pays for this stuff!

.

About the author:

Tim Mendham is executive
officer and editor with
Australian Skeptics Inc.
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any years ago I did some stage
acting, and one of the plays we
performed was Rhinoceros by Eugene
Ionesco which was part of what was
known as the Theatre of the Absurd, a
sort of literary equivalent to surrealist
art, where what was happening was
challenging to the senses and the
observer’s perception of reality.
I thought I had fallen into another
Ionesco play in September this year
when I read that an arrangement had
been made between the Pharmacy
Guild of Australia (the professional
body for retail pharmacists) and
Blackmores (the country’s leading
manufacturer of supplements and
alternative medicines). The proposal
was that when people had prescriptions

filled for certain classes of medications,
the pharmacist would advise them of
Blackmores’ ‘Companion’ products
to counter the side effects of the
medications.
I suppose that I shouldn’t have been
too surprised, because the Pharmacy
Guild has form on this. In 2005 they
joined forces with the Complementary
Health Care Council of Australia
(the professional body for CAM
manufacturers and distributors) to
run a Natural Healthcare Expo in
Sydney. In 2008 the retail pharmacists
of Australia were awarded the Bent
Spoon by Australian Skeptics for the
practice of selling rubbish in a manner
which legitimised it by association with
real, tested, effective medications and

Peter Bowditch sizes
up the relationship of
the Pharmacy Guild,
Blackmores, and the notso-happy companions.

medical treatments.
This new proposal went beyond
what had happened in the past.
Previously, pharmacists had carried
shelf loads of supplements and
nostrums and if asked gave vague
recommendations based on what
little knowledge they had of the
supposed effects of these products.
The Blackmores agreement had them
recommending one of four specific
Blackmores products whenever a
prescription was filled for one of four
drug classes: zinc supplement to go
with antihypertensives (blood pressure
drugs, or ACE inhibitors), Coenzyme
Q10 with statins (cholesterol control),
lactobacillus probiotics to treat the
diarrhoea associated with antibiotics,

The Skeptic December 11

and magnesium supplement for proton
pump inhibitors (for the treatment of
gastric reflux and related conditions).
It is probably no coincidence that these
four categories make up a very large
proportion of all prescribed medicines.
The specific recommendations
would be displayed to the dispensing
pharmacists by the Guild software used
to record prescriptions as they were
filled, just in case they forgot.
Opposition to the arrangement
appeared almost as soon as it was
announced. In particular, serious
objections and media interest were
raised when the chief executive of
Blackmores, Christine Holgate, told
the Pharmacy News magazine that the
company could provide ‘‘the Coke and
fries’’ with prescription drugs, giving
pharmacies ‘‘a new and important
revenue stream’’. The implication of
persuading customers into buying more
than they wanted or needed, purely for
the sake of increased profit, was not the
best choice of words to be associated
with a self-professed ethical profession
like pharmacists.
One significant blow came from the
pharmacy chain Chemist Warehouse,
who placed signs on the front
windows of all their shops saying “Our
pharmacists’ recommendations are not
for sale. Chemist Warehouse will not
participate in the Pharmacy Guild’s
Blackmores Endorsement program.
Chemist warehouse will never instruct
our staff to automatically recommend
a complementary product with your
prescription. Chemist Warehouse
Pharmacists – Professionals Practising
Professionally.”
[Not that Chemist Warehouse is
entirely without sin – it has been noted to
sell ear candles, homeopathic treatments
and Power Balance wristband. – Ed]
Blackmores claimed to have
scientific evidence to back up the
recommendations, but this research
was hard to locate. The company
said that the research would be made
available on its web site, but this took
some time.
While we were waiting for
Blackmores to make the research
available, the National Prescribing
Service (http://www.nps.org.au)

NPS STATEMENT ON COMPANION PRODUCTS

P

eople shouldn’t take complementary medicines just because their prescription
medicines could cause nutritional deficiencies or side effects. Evidence of
effectiveness and safety with complementary medicines is often limited.

Evidence for using zinc supplements with antihypertensives

Routine use of zinc supplements is unnecessary for people taking blood pressure
lowering medicines (or ‘antihypertensives’). There is evidence that long-term
treatment with certain types of antihypertensives may reduce zinc levels, but it is
unclear how often this causes zinc deficiency.

Limitations of evidence

Evidence for any benefit of zinc supplementation in the absence of zinc deficiency
is limited. People taking antihypertensives should only be considered for a zinc
supplement if they are deficient in zinc.
Results from the only trial investigating zinc supplementation with an
antihypertensive (hydrochlorothiazide) were inconclusive.

Evidence for using Co-enzyme Q10 with statins

Evidence does not support the use of Co-enzyme Q10 to prevent myalgia (muscle
pain) during treatment with a statin.

No clear evidence of benefit

No trials have shown that taking a Co-enzyme Q10 supplement with a statin
prevents myalgia. Randomised controlled trials of Co-enzyme Q10 to manage
statin-associated myalgia have conflicting results and do not support routine use
with statin therapy.

Evidence for using magnesium supplements with PPI therapy

Magnesium deficiency or ‘hypomagnesaemia’ has been associated with long-term
use of proton pump inhibitors (PPIs). Case reports indicate that stopping the PPI
is the best way to normalise magnesium levels. Taking a magnesium supplement
with the PPI may not be enough to correct the magnesium deficiency.

Limitations of evidence

No studies have investigated the use of a magnesium supplement to prevent
magnesium deficiency during PPI therapy. A magnesium supplement should
only be considered if a PPI has caused a deficiency in magnesium that requires
treatment. Evidence for using a supplement with a PPI to treat magnesium
deficiency is based on case reports.

Probiotics with antibiotic-associated diarrhoea

There is some evidence from trials that probiotics may prevent antibioticassociated diarrhoea in some adults and children. But limitations with the trials
mean that the true effect of probiotics is uncertain, as is the most effective product
or dose.

Limitations of evidence

There is not enough evidence to determine the following about probiotics:
• The minimum dose that is effective for preventing antibiotic-associated
diarrhoea
• How well they work for different age groups
• Whether they prevent diarrhoea caused by Clostridium difficile (which can lead
to more serious complications)
• How different probiotics compare in effectiveness and safety
• The best length of time to take them for
• Whether the effect of a probiotic differs depending on the type of antibiotic
taken or for how long the antibiotic is taken.
This is an edited version of the NPS’s statements on each class of drugs. The full NPS
commentary can be found at http://www.nps.org.au/topics/companion_products.

21

Alternative Medicine

Strange
Bedfellows
Continued...

22

published a statement on the efficacy
of the Companion products (see
sidebar).
From this, it seems that there is
little evidence to support the need
for the supplements which were to be
recommended to a very large cohort of
prescription drug users.
Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme
statistics for the twelve months up
to June 2010 show that over 72
million prescriptions were filled for
the four categories of drugs. Three of
the categories occupied the top three
positions in the ranking of numbers
of prescriptions filled, with antibiotics
taking only a lowly sixth place (http://
www.health.gov.au/internet/main/
publishing.nsf/Content/pbs-statspbexp-jun10).
Blackmores finally published
the research supporting its four
Companion Products. Unfortunately,
the research wasn’t made available
to just anybody as you had to be
some sort of ‘healthcare professional’,
although this was rather easily
bypassed.
A couple of paragraphs stood out
for me:
“The evidence was compiled in
line with the Therapeutic Goods
Administration’s Levels of Evidence
Guidelines for listed products, and
demonstrates that some prescription
medicines diminish nutrients and
that supplementation can improve
nutritional status.
Where the research says “listed
products” it refers to a class of medical
devices or preparations which do not
have to prove efficacy, just that they
don’t do too much damage
when taken according to
directions. Put another way,
for something to get a ‘Listed’
classification it does not
have to be shown to work or
even provide any benefit at
all. Homeopathic products
are ‘Listed’. Real medicines

are usually ‘Registered’, because that
classification means that evidence has
been produced that they do what the
promoters say they do.
The research went on to say: “In
addition, evidence was sourced using
two key resources identified by the
National Prescribing Service as having
the highest quality of information
for complementary medicines:
the Natural Standard Professional
Database and the Natural Medicines
Comprehensive Database.”
Leaving aside my opinion about
databases of magical preparations, the
important message to be taken from
this paragraph is that the National
Prescribing Service cited had already
issued a statement saying that none of
the Blackmores Companion Products
actually have any benefit at all. It is
standard operating procedure for alt
med proponents to refer to authorities
in the almost certain knowledge that
the general public will be impressed by
the reference and fail to see what the
authority really had to say.
On October 5 the Pharmacy Guild
bowed to pressure and announced
that the arrangement was not going
ahead. Even then, however, they were
not apologetic, and the media release
consisted largely of justifications for
the idea, an example being that they
said that they were just responding
to “some media reporting of the
endorsement which was ill-informed
and inflammatory”.
The release also said that “The last
thing the Guild would ever want to do
is deplete the credibility of community
pharmacists, or damage the trust in
which they are held by Australians.”
Perhaps one day they will realise
that partnerships based on unproven
products and questionable motives
can’t possibly do anything except
“deplete the credibility” of members of
a scientific profession.

.

About the author:
Peter Bowditch is immediate part
president of Australian Skeptics Inc and
one of Australia’s most noted ratbags
(www.ratbags.com)
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Begging the Question

Setting aside for a moment whatever
personal views we might have about
the morality of abortion, consider the
following argument:
Premise 1: Murder is morally wrong.

Conclusion: Therefore, abortion is
morally wrong.

Is this argument logically valid? Probably
not, but let’s analyse the form of the
argument to make sure:
Premise 1: If A, then B.

Conclusion: Therefore, if C, then B.

An argument of this form is logically
invalid, ie the conclusion can be false
even when the premises are true. Or in
other words, the conclusion does not
necessarily follow from the premises.
OK, how about this argument:

Premise 1: Abortion is murder.

Premise 2: Murder is morally wrong
Conclusion: Therefore, abortion is

morally wrong.
Is this argument valid? The form of this
argument is:
Premise 1: If A, then B;

Premise 2: If B, then C

Conclusion: Therefore, if A then C.
In this second case, the conclusion
necessarily follows from the premises,
so this form of this argument is logically
valid.
The first argument was missing a
premise, which when included, turned
the argument from an invalid one to a
valid one. This is an example of the fallacy
known as the Fallacy of the Unstated
Major Premise or ‘begging the question’.
The Latin name for it is petitio principia,
meaning “a request for the beginning or
premise”. In other words, this fallacy is
committed when one makes an
argument assuming a premise that is not
explicitly stated. It is not to be confused
with ‘raising the question’, as sometimes
occurs in the popular media.

- by Tim Harding

PUZZLES
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DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. Did Hitler ever meet Stalin?
2. Can gorillas swim?
3. Did flush toilets exist before the time of Thomas Crapper?
4. Muslims hold that Allah has 100 epithets - the Merciful,
the Compassionate, etc; 99 of these occur in the Koran;
what is the 100th?

ACROSS
1. Can a deep thinker help his poor blend? (11)
6. Not especially psychic. (3)
8. The point of a hint. (3)
9. Ancient hill is upwardly nonsense. (3)
11. Sheep register a follower of false gods. (7)
12. Albert’s gun gives a warning. (5)
13. General surgery on New Year’s Eve. (3)
14. Horse food has time to swear. (4)
16. Toy logon indicates the nature of being. (8)
17. Existential state of slight insularity. (2)
18. The French sea puts me right. (3)
20. Grants body on the rise. (3)
21. Thanks to 22 across. (2)
22. Tuna malt salad is elemental. (8)
25. Pest! Run? (4)

Horse food back for the way. (3)
Not tough, but should be. (5)
Add a fig, mix, and hide in a drainpipe. (7)
Droop at your initial view of the Screen Actors’
Guild. (3)
31. Shaft your notice to come on. (3)
21. Portuguese settlement from a distant past. (3)
31. Test ballots that result in military setbacks. (4,7)
26.
27.
29.
30.

DOWN
1. Angular Greek saw an endless snake in squares.
2. Paediatric claim is so bad, it just can’t be done. (11,4)
3. It’s the best we can get when little Timmy is stuck
4.
5.
6.

5. What is Jack London’s story The One Thousand Dozen
about?

7.
10.
15.
19.
21.
23.
24.

Answers on page 62

28.

in stone. (7)
Nasty, brutish and short thinker. (6)
The justification regarding a boy-child. (6)
Seeking knowledge, I searched the gloomiest place
I could find. (15)
The way to start your study of disease. (4)
Green direction for a welch. (6)
Fireman mouths peer review. (10)
Not applicable to Robert’s rulers. (6)
Not even a rival time knows the trouble I’ve seen. (7)
Consideration for a hot thug in distress. (7)
Could a New Jersey variation of baby carriers also be
some sort of old intellectuals? (6)
A giant is amazed. (4)
23
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Skeptics

Good foundation
A

Martin Hadley describes a rarely mentioned
source of support for Skeptics.

I

f you paid for this magazine, you are
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one of 2000+ valued subscribers. The
number is on the increase, thanks to a lot
of work by our professional editor and
many volunteers. We are determined to
deliver results that justify your money
and more importantly, your time in
reading this magazine. In addition to our
subscribers, there are many thousands
of people who consider themselves
Skeptics and there are thousands more
who we want to reach through
carefully targeted activities. Quietly
supporting such work is the
Australian Skeptics Science and
Education Foundation Limited.
There are people who have subscribed
to every edition of The Skeptic since the
first issue in 1981. They know that the
movement grew out of the voluntary
time of determined people. Enormous
amounts of time; but also some money.
Many organisations advertise for
donations. This magazine never has,
but contributions have come without
prompting. Countless times supporters
would ‘do good by stealth’ by paying for
something without being reimbursed.
In society we see many groups
lobbying for something new. What
they want usually comes down to more
money or money’s worth - receiving
a new benefit without paying more.
Skeptics rarely put their hand out in
this way. Some people have noticed that
Skeptics are usually arguing matters of
principle. We seek results like keeping
Adam and Eve and beguiling serpents
out of science classes; or exposing medical
phonies who will lie to promote a cause.
It all costs time and money, but we know
what we have to do if we want to live in
a society where people take some interest
in what they believe, instead of receiving

ready-made opinions from tabloid radio,
TV advertorials or clerics.
One thing we don’t expect to do is
hear from the dead, though some of
our people who have ‘passed over’ have
caught our lasting attention through their
wills. One significant instance led to the
establishment of the Foundation.
In 1994, the group of skeptics that
had incorporated in NSW found that
they had received a very large bequest.
The will did not give reasons, and the
testator was not a subscriber. We have
since heard that he was impressed
by our efforts to quell the spread of
creationism into school science. The
solicitor who had drafted the will
had chosen a wording that left it to
the committee of the organisation to
decide how it should be spent. That
requires the committee to keep within
the objectives of the organisation,
while avoiding the arguments that arise
when testators specify purposes that are
narrow or ambiguous.
It would have been entirely legal
for the members of that committee to

have spent all that money within a few
years on Sydney projects. Instead ,the
Foundation was created as a separate
body to hold the funds safely and make
grants for skeptical work throughout
Australia or even overseas.
The Foundation was structured to
be free from tax on investment income.
However, donations to the Foundation
are not tax-deductible. The view was
that tax deductibility could only be
achieved by muzzling the body in a way
that would hamper skeptical work. We
won’t defame anyone (unless we have a
good defence) but we must be free to
criticise individuals, companies or
governments.
The issue arose of whether
the Foundation should spend only its
income. That sounds prudent but income
can vary and does not necessarily match
the need for work in a given year. Where
necessary, the Foundation directors
have gone into capital, in a good cause.
After all, it was skeptical activism that
prompted the testator’s generosity. So the
directors have not insisted on preserving
capital if a real need was there. Despite
an Asian Financial Crisis (remember
that?) and the Global Financial Crisis
(which did hurt) there is still enough to
fuel activity for the foreseeable future.
The most significant result of
Foundation support has been to allow
Australian Skeptics Inc to employ an
editor for The Skeptic. He is also the
executive officer for the NSW group and
is available to assist any skeptic around the
country (within reason). The incumbent
has found that the effort for each role
pans out at roughly 40/60 during a year.
You can imagine that even when the
‘editorial division’ is flat out, the EO
remains on standby for media enquiries
and other duties. The magazine more
than covers its printing and mailing costs,
but the rest is not enough to fully pay
for the editor/executive officer position.

n
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The Foundation has met that shortfall.
The rising quality of The Skeptic and
the increased influence of skeptical
Australians is due in great measure to that
Foundation support.
Other prominent projects have
included:
• Annual grants to each skeptical
group around Australia, including a
component based on the number of
subscribers in the area.
• The Eureka Prize - $10,000 per year
from its inception until recently (when
the additional ‘administrative costs’ of
being a sponsor rose well beyond the
prize itself.)
• Support for the Mt Stromlo
Observatory of $10,000 per year until
its destruction in a fire in 2003.
• Substantial contribution to the legal
costs of Ian Plimer when he took on
the ARKeologists.
• $40,000 to the Australian Museum to
allow rare fossils to be brought from
China and included in the Feathered
Dinosaurs Expedition, which toured
the country.
• Travel and accommodation for
speakers to address overseas
conferences and for prominent
overseas skeptics to visit Australia.
• A special grant of $30,000 for a survey
by Martin Bridgstock and Kylie
Sturgess into belief in the paranormal.
• Provision of a payment to augment the
Fred Thornett Memorial Award.
• Sponsorship of science competitions
conducted by the Science Teachers
Associations in NSW and Victoria,
running at $10,000 per year.
The Foundation directors intend the
grants to recognise skeptical excellence
and to promote grassroots activity.
Direct support of the Foundation is
one way you can promote scepticism. We
can provide free advice about including
a bequest in your will. Or you may
contribute today care of the editor. All
donations will fuel the work of our
fellow thinkers for
years to come.

.

About the author:
Martin Hadley is treasurer of
the Australian Skeptics Science
& Education Foundation.

The long tail
Jason Ball unlocks the not-so-secret of Skepticamp

T

he latest trend in grassroots
skeptical activism - the
‘Skepticamp’ - finally arrived on
Australian shores this year. Local
Sydney skeptic Jason Brown took up
the challenge to organise Australia’s
first Skepticamp live on stage at
TAMoz in late 2010. Since then, there
has been no turning back.
Sydney Skepticamp went off with
a bang, followed by a record-setting
Melbourne Skepticamp in October,
which achieved the most registrations
for a Skepticamp held anywhere
in the world. I had the pleasure of
attending the Melbourne event, which
was co-organised by the Melbourne
Skeptics, Eastern Hills Skeptics and
the University of Melbourne Secular
Society, with generous sponsorship
from the Australian Skeptics.
For those of you not familiar,
Skepticamp is a new breed of
skeptical conference, departing from
the traditional conference like The
Amazing Meeting (TAM) or the
Global Atheist Convention (GAC)
in a number of key ways.
Skepticamp is an open, informal,
community-oriented conference. It is
a day of talks and discussion where the
content is drawn from, and knowledge
spread within, the skeptical community
itself. Instead of a passive audience,
merely consuming lectures, Skepticamp
has a participatory audience, where
attendees are the ones who give the
presentations and lengthy audience
discussion takes place. Instead of
‘celebrity’ skeptics, local and regional
skeptics take the spotlight. Instead
of hundreds of dollars for admission,
Skepticamp is free, funded through
fundraising or sponsorship.
It is worth pointing out that this new
model has not been built to replace the
likes of TAM or the GAC, but rather to
complement them. As an organiser of
the GAC, clearly I think these big events
are important.
But to use a phrase coined by one of

the founders of Skepticamp, Reed Esau,
Skepticamp “unlocks the long tail of
skepticism”. Esau refers to a “continuum
of involvement” in the skeptical
community, whereby a very few people
contribute a lot (such as Michael
Shermer or other professional skeptics)
while the vast majority of us contribute
very little (we read a book, subscribe to
this magazine, or listen to a podcast).
The latter is what makes up the ‘long
tail’, while the former is the ‘head’ of
this metaphorical skeptical beast.
The goal of Skepticamp is essentially
to educate and empower this long tail,
to help them to contribute a great deal
more than they traditionally have.
Coupled with the latest developments
in the internet and social media, there
is much opportunity for us to grow
skepticism and increase its influence
just by increasing the contributions
of the ‘long tail’ in addition to the
‘head’. When a lot of people contribute
just a little, those small contributions
aggregate and amount to many.
2011 saw 16 Skepticamps held
worldwide, a 23 per cent increase from
the year before. Lookout for future
Australian Skepticamps, currently
being organised for Perth, Brisbane as
well as Regional Victoria (the Surfcoast
Summer Skepticamp). I have no doubt
that there will be returning Sydney and
Melbourne events in 2012.
No Skepticamp planned for
your local area? Why not head to
skepticamp.org, get together with a
group of local skeptics, and consider
organising one yourself.

.

About the author:
Jason Ball is a blogger for the Young Australian
Skeptics and producer of The
Pseudo Scientists podcast.
He is also the president of
the Freethought University
Alliance and is part of the
organising committee for
the 2012 Global Atheist
Convention.
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Skepticism

In theWounded

City
Despite the best
intentions and the
best evidence, Martin
Bridgstock meets
skeptics in a city stricken
by natural disaster.
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“G

uess what. I’ve been invited to
New Zealand!” I told my family
at the breakfast table..
My youngest daughter looked at me
in horror. “Don’t go to Christchurch!”
she exclaimed. I could see horrific
pictures forming in her mind of massive
earthquakes and crashing buildings.
Would I return to Australia?
But Christchurch it was. With
great determination the New Zealand
Skeptics had decided to hold their annual
conference in Christchurch, earthquake
or no earthquake. And, to make things
even more risky, they invited Kylie
Sturgess and myself to attend.
I enjoyed the New Zealand conference,
but this isn’t a full account of it.
Instead, I’ll focus on a few issues

which struck me as important. The first
one is skepticism itself. For the most
part, skeptics are highly cosmopolitan
people. Take away accents, and there is
little difference between the attitudes
of skeptics from different parts of the
world. On the other hand, there are
local variations in their concerns. New
Zealand skeptics know about creation
science and UFOs, of course, but they
have issues entirely their own. One is the
poisoning of predators. Many creatures
in New Zealand – including the Kiwi –
have no natural predators. However, as
you might expect, predators have been
imported. Among the worst are the feral
cat, the stoat and (to Australia’s shame)
the possum. These threaten to upset the
natural ecology of New Zealand.
So what should be done about these
killers? Many areas are inaccessible, and
apparently the only feasible solution
is to drop poison pellets from the
air. In this way, predators can be
controlled even in remote areas. On
the other hand, some
local fauna is killed as
well, and a huge row
has blown up, with
environmentalists

Debris outside the Christchurch Cathedral
Photo by AP/NZPA/David Wethey
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claiming these measures are unnatural
and inhumane.
Another New Zealand issue is, of
course, earthquakes. Christchurch
was previously regarded as ‘safe’ from
earthquakes. However, it has now been
hit by three major events, and thousands
of smaller ones. By some measures, the
major quakes were as violent as anyone
has seen, anywhere. The total damage bill
is in the tens of billions of dollars, and it
is estimated that the city will take twenty
years to recover – if it ever does.
Of course, the religious hucksters
began to ply their trade, claiming that
the earthquakes were a judgment upon
wickedness. There are at least two
problems with this silliness. The first is
that it is very hard to see Christchurch as
a centre of sin: it’s a beautiful, gentle city.
It probably has a seamy side, but it would
take a very distorted view to see it as a
cess-pit of wickedness on an international
scale. The second problem is that one
type of building which suffered most
severely was – wait for it – churches.
Christchurch has two cathedrals. The
Anglican one collapsed. The Catholic
one just stands, heavily propped up, but
no one can enter because of the danger.
All around the city, I saw collapsed and
damaged churches. Explain that, wrathof-god merchants.
I can personally testify that
Christchurchers – and New Zealand
Skeptics – are nice people generally. I was
quite rude in my speeches, denouncing
one of New Zealand’s most notable
exports. This was Joh Bjelke-Petersen,
whose enthusiasm for quack cancer cures
and ‘atomic-powered’ cars was infamous
during his Queensland reign. The skeptics
remained friendly even when I was rude
about their rugby team, which had just lost
to ours. They counseled me not to talk like
that in pubs, which seems good advice.
Two skeptics living in Christchurch,
Colin Nicholson and Jane Pearce,
took me on a tour of the shattered
city. Most of the fatalities took place in
the commercial area, when two office
blocks collapsed. The entire city centre
is fenced off. You can peer through the
wire fencing and see the clean-up crews
at work. A truck of debris leaves the
centre about every eight minutes. The
tall buildings are mostly still standing,

but often you can see that they are
be overdue – there will be no money to
cracked or leaning. It is estimated that it
meet the costs. “We shall have to join
will take twenty years to rebuild the city
Australia,” said Colin, darkly. Whether
completely. Until then Christchurch will
Australia, with its politically hamstrung
be heartless. People move around the
Parliament, could meet such a challenge
centre, but cannot enter it.
is pretty doubtful.
Peering into the city centre is a
A few images stay with me more
strange experience “I used to shop in
vividly than any other. There is the Music
that street,” said Jane, pointing to a
School, a nice old brick building next to
desolate thoroughfare. At one point, I
the Catholic cathedral. Like the cathedral,
could see a cut-price bookshop just inside
it is cracked and tottering. Only props
the fencing. Trestle tables were visible,
keep it upright. Inside is New Zealand’s
with books still stacked on them. Some
best piano, but it is too dangerous to
buildings look fine at first. Then, as you
go in and retrieve it. Then there is the
move around and see them from different River Avon. This is a small, pretty stream
directions, it is clear that they are leaning
winding through the city. At one point
precariously.
it is spanned by a metal footbridge. The
Colin and Jane
bridge is still there –
also showed me
but in the centre it
The NZ skeptics
the areas of the city
is twisted so that the
most hit, outside the remained friendly even
‘floor’ is vertical. A
centre. Out towards when I was rude about
monkey or an acrobat
the sea is a low-lying
might cross it.
their rugby team.
suburban area. As
Finally, there is
Colin drove past the
the response of the
houses, the car bucked and twisted. The
people. I was worried that locals might
road was cracked, patched and rippling.
be angry if I took photos of the damage.
The City Council wasn’t negligent: the
Colin and Jane told me not to worry. The
earthquakes had distorted the roads, and
locals are doing it as well, looking at the
there hadn’t been time or money to make
damage and trying to make sense of it.
them smooth again. Most of the houses
And indeed, I was never bothered at all as
looked all right, though here and there
I walked around, gawping.
one had twisted off its foundations, and
Mark Quigley, an earthquake expert,
perhaps partially collapsed. Some houses
spoke to the skeptics at the conference.
were fine, but had Portaloos in the front
Geologists understand the mechanisms
yard: the earthquake had wrecked the
which cause earthquakes. On the other
sewage pipes.
hand, the systems of faults and fissures
By the sea, cliffs have collapsed. Houses which determine the shocks are not really
stand right on the edge. In some cases,
known at all. It looks as if earthquakes
they have partly collapsed over the cliff,
will remain unpredictable for the
leaving rooms of furniture exposed. You
foreseeable future. That will not bother
cannot enter these houses, even if you
Aussies much, but presents real problems
own them. As Jane pointed out, if you go
for our cousins across the Tasman.
in and there is another quake, you could
be trapped. Then rescuers will have to risk Note: I am grateful to the New Zealand
their lives getting you out.
Skeptics for inviting me to their annual
I hope it’s clear that Christchurch
conference, and to Colin Nicholson and
has been hit by something far beyond
Jane Pearce for their kindness. Thank
the experience of most Australians. The
you!
Queensland floods might come closest,
but they didn’t rip the heart from a
About the authors:
city, the way the quakes have. The New
Martin Bridgestock is
Zealand government had a contingency
a senior lecturer in the
fund of billions to cover crises like these.
School of Biomolecular and
The Christchurch disaster will completely
Physical Sciences at Griffith
drain that fund. If another city is hit by
University and the author of
a quake – and Wellington is thought to
Beyond Belief.
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THE OTHER DANGERS OF EARTHQUAKES

S

ix leading Italian scientists and one government official
are currently standing trial for manslaughter for alleged
negligence that supposedly led to the deaths of over 300
people when a 6.3-magnitude earthquake struck the city of
L’Aquila on April 6 2009.
The quake followed an earthquake ‘swarm’ that had
produced earthquakes daily for four months. The case
against the scientists was initially understood as relating to
their failure to predict the earthquake (an error of omission),
but is now focused on their having provided “incomplete,
imprecise and contradictory information” about earthquake
risk (an error of commission).
Following the announcement of the trial in May, Italy’s
National Institute of Geophysics and Volcanology (INGV)
published a letter of support for the scientists, signed
by over 5000 researchers worldwide, including 81 New
Zealanders and 77 Australians.
The final paragraph of the letter states: “The scientific
community involved in earthquake science urges the
Italian government, local authorities and decision makers
in general, to be proactive in establishing and carrying
out local and national programs to support earthquake
preparedness and risk mitigation rather than prosecuting
scientists for failing to do something they cannot do yet predict earthquakes.”
Professor Paul Somerville, deputy director of Risk
Frontiers at Macquarie University, said: “Specifically, the
local government’s prosecution argument is that the
reassuring information the scientists provided at a meeting
held one week before the earthquake, to the effect that a
major earthquake was not imminent, inhibited the citizens
from taking precautions that would have saved lives,

especially as two large foreshocks occurred the day before
the early morning mainshock.
“It appears that the government’s objective in holding
the meeting was to debunk unreliable but alarming
earthquake predictions that were being made by L’Aquila
resident Giampaolo Giuliani, who is not a seismologist.”
Giuliani, variously described as an astrophysicist, a
scientist or a lab technician, has made predictions of
earthquakes based on studies of radon release, suggesting
that release of the gas would presage a quake.
Somerville went on to suggests that “the scientists were
distracted [by Giuliani’s prediction] instead of focusing
on information about earthquake risk that the citizens
needed. Further, it appears that the scientists found
themselves answering questions about deterministic
prediction of earthquakes (which they acknowledge is not
currently possible) instead of probabilistic forecasting of
earthquakes (which they can do).”
“Ironically, the prosecution of the scientists, especially
if it is successful, is likely to imperil the very need
that this incident has highlighted: for open and clear
communication between the scientists and the public. In
a further irony, no action has yet been taken against the
engineers who designed modern buildings that collapsed
and caused fatalities, or the government officials who were
responsible for enforcing building code compliance. It has
occurred to some observers that the local government
officials may be scape-goating the scientists to avoid
prosecution themselves.”
- Tim Mendham

Above: On trial - defendant
Bernardo de Bernardinis
(left) with lawyer.
Left: Unpredictable? The
earthquake in Aquila, Italy,
in April 2009 left more than
300 people dead.
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Your Stars: D E C E M B E R

2011

With our Astrologer Bongo Papperson

Aries: 19 April -13 May

Sagittarius: 18 December-18 January

There was movement
in the heavens
Cos the ram had passed
this way
And the message was
of nonsense he was full.

When archers shoot their arrows
And often miss the mark
It’s clear that they no
longer have a place.

Capricorn: 19 January 15 February

Taurus: 14 May 19 June

And goats with horns
for fighting
Get stuck in muddy
ground
They won’t get
anywhere with feet of
clay.

And Taurus
followed after
He was feeling pretty
cowed
For astrologers all
knew that he was bull.

Aquarius: 16 February 11 March

Gemini: 20 June - 20 July

The twins had packed their cases
With Geminitic guile
And crept into the darkness
of the night.

And those who carry water
Know well their courage drains
Now zodiacal signs have had their day.

Libra: 31 October - 22 November
Cancer: 21 July - 9 August

The crab away he tottered
In an awkward sideways way
For Cancer never was a pretty sight.

In balance it is plain to see For us with minds that open That the logic of astrology has sunk

Scorpio: 23 November - 29 November
Leo: 10 August - 15 September

The Lion roared irately
But rough as he could try
He always sounded like a timid mouse.

Virgo: 16 September - 30 October
The maiden sidled up to him
“I bet you think you’re tough,
But virgins everywhere know
you’re a louse.”

And though it claims precision
Just like a scorpion’s sting
The starry-art is just a load
of bunk

Pisces: 12 March -18 April

But we prefer to use our brains
Instead of hope and faith
The ghosts of ignorance will cower
and flee
Pundits from the stone age
It’s clear they’re on the make
There’s something fishy with astrology.

.

Ophiuchus: 30 November - 17 December
And when the sayers have their say
And snake around the tree
They’ll fall upon an open empty space

29

ARTICLE

Prediction

What’s Shaking?
Earth scientists can
forecast the size and
frequency of aftershocks,
but this is very different
from earthquake
prediction. Mark Quigley
looks at scientific
prediction and claims of
a lunar influence on the
Christchurch earthquake.

S
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ince the moment of the magnitude
7.1 earthquake in Christchurch on 4
September, GNS Science scientists have
been using models based on aftershock
statistics to ‘forecast’ the expected range
of aftershocks of given magnitudes.
These are not to be confused
with earthquake predictions, which
require specific magnitudes, locations,
depths, times and methodological
reproducibility estimates to be useful.
The aftershock forecast model is
based on a modified version of the
long-established Omori’s
Law for aftershocks, which
states that the rate of
aftershocks is proportional
to the inverse of time since
the mainshock.
Thus, depending on the
values of parameters specific
to certain regions, whatever
the odds of an aftershock are
on the first day, the second
day will have approximately half the
odds of the first day and the tenth day
will have approximately one tenth the
odds of the first day. These odds can be
summed over various time scales, and
the longer the time scale, the higher
the cited probability, even though the
probability decreases with time.
At present, these forecasts commonly

look something like this: “The expected
number of aftershocks of magnitude
5.0 and above for the next month is
0-2, with an expected average of <1.”
Of course, one could dress this
up differently using the same model
applied over a full year, taking into
account a reducing number of expected
aftershocks, and the statement
would look something like this: “The
probability of a magnitude 5.0 and
above aftershock over the next year is
about 82 per cent.”
We have had 31 magnitude ≥5.0
events since the September earthquake
that hit Christchurch, the frequency
of which has declined systematically
following the large earthquakes in
September and February. So, to say
that there is a near certainty of an
event occurring somewhere in this
range in the next year is no surprising
conclusion, because the unfortunate
reality of aftershock sequences is that
earthquakes decrease in frequency but
not magnitude. Remember also that
this takes into account the entire

aftershocks have been recorded as far
west as the Porter’s Pass area, 80km
from Christchurch.
The probability of larger earthquakes
(M >6) is trickier, although the
methodology behind the statement
“There is a 10 per cent chance of a
magnitude 6.0 to 6.4 quake in the next
year” is the same.
To generate an earthquake of M
≥6, it is helpful to know whether
there are faults that are long enough
and ‘connected’ enough to be able
to do this, and whether these faults
have ruptured in big earthquakes
in the past. One way to explore this
is to image faults in the subsurface
using geophysical methods such as
reflection seismic, gravity, and
aeromagnetics. These can be
combined with ‘relocations’ of
aftershocks and by analysing
the extent to which seismic
waves are ‘guided’ by fault
networks, which collectively
help to refine the internal
structure and strength of
fault zones.

PREDICTING MAGNITUDE
AND LOCATION

aftershock zone, spanning an area from
the eastern foothills of the Southern
Alps, to offshore east of Christchurch,
to Rangiora about 30km north and
throughout the Banks Peninsula southeast of Christchurch. It doesn’t forecast
the likelihood of one of these events
occurring beneath your house. Large

Generally, when
considering the maximum
magnitude in an aftershock sequence,
seismologists refer to Bath’s Law, which
states: “The average difference in
magnitude between a mainshock and
its largest aftershock is 1.2, regardless of
the mainshock magnitude”.
This is a generalisation based on
analysis of global earthquake datasets,
recognising that each aftershock
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sequence is different and there are
many exceptions to the rule. Let’s look
at how Bath’s Law predicts the largest
aftershock magnitude for some of New
Zealand’s largest earthquakes.
Table 1 shows mainshock-aftershock
comparisons for some large New
Zealand earthquakes.
The average difference between
the largest aftershock and mainshock
for this small New Zealand dataset
is 1.2, consistent with Bath’s Law.
Prior to 22 February 2011, the largest
difference between the 2010 Darfield
7.1 mainshock and largest aftershock
(5.6) that occurred only about 20
minutes after the mainshock, was 1.5.
There was reason to be optimistic, as
this difference had been seen from
other events. However all scientists
working on the Darfield earthquake
acknowledged that a larger aftershock
was still possible. Unfortunately, our
fears were confirmed, with the 22
February magnitude 6.3 aftershock
(0.8 point difference from mainshock,
perhaps higher than predicted from a
simplistic interpretation of Bath’s Law)
and the June 13 6.0 event.
This illustrates that, while we can use
historical examples to help us predict
possible aftershock magnitudes, each
sequence can be different, depending
on the length (or more accurately,
the potential rupture area) of faults
throughout the area, the strength of
the faults, how close they are to their
breaking points, and how things like
stress transfer and fluid pressures
associated with the mainshock or other
aftershocks influence these faults. This
illustrates how important it is to know

the location and length of other faults
in the vicinity of Christchurch and
offshore before we even discuss putting
billions of dollars into a rebuild. This
can be done relatively inexpensively
with existing technology. Shouldn’t
we know the location and magnitude
potential of other faults throughout
this region, and model how they
may have been stressed or de-stressed
following our big earthquakes, before
buildings are even designed?

Above On September 4, 2010, Christchurhc
suffered a 7.1 magnitude earthquake.
Left The seismograph is standard equipment
for measuring the level of earthquake tremors

To summarise, the magnitude of
the 6.3 could not have been exactly
predicted, but something within
this magnitude range was always
possible and all scientists involved
in this event recognised this. We

Table 1- Notable New Zealand Earthquakes
LARGEST
LOCATION
DATE
MAGNITUDE
			AFTERSHOCK(S)
Wairarapa

Jan 1855

8.3

-

Murchison

Jun 1929

7.8

-

Hawke’s Bay

Feb 1931

7.8

6.9, 5.9

Pahiatua

Mar 1934

7.5

5.7

Wairarapa

Jun 1942

7.0

5.3

Wairarapa

Aug 1942

6.0

4.7

Gisborne

1966

6.2

5.0

Inangahua

May 1968

7.1

6.0

Puysegur Trench

May 1989

8.2

-

Arthur’s Pass

Jun 1994

6.7

6.1

Christchurch
Sep 2010
7.1
6.3 (Feb)
			
6.0 (Jun)
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What’s Shaking?
Continued...

were hopeful it would not occur.
A glance through some of the
largest New Zealand earthquakes
from the last century indicates
considerable variability in
the magnitude of the largest
aftershock, but an aftershock of
this large magnitude compared
to the mainshock is not
unprecedented (eg the 1994
Arthur’s Pass earthquake sequence).

EARTHQUAKES AND THE MOON
No one has predicted the recent
earthquakes in Canterbury. Vague
quotes about dates of ‘increased’
activity plus or minus several days,
without magnitudes, locations
and exact times do not constitute
prediction. Consider this: Ken Ring’s
probability of getting a prediction
correct based on perigee/apogee new
moon/full moon for 2010 was 63 per
cent. That’s 230 out of 365 days that
fall on some day that he would argue
influences earthquake activity. For
days that combine several factors of
new moon/perigee etc, he missed out

RING AROUND THE MOON

K

en Ring is an Auckland-based
long-term weather predictor (and
previously a mathematics teacher,
musician, actor, clown, speech
therapist, private tutor to children
with learning difficulties, teacher of
English as a second language, and
part-time teacher’s college lecturer)
He uses “trends and cycles of moon
orbits” to find the best times for “crops,
sports or wedding events, trips,
commercial projects, roading [sic]
contracts, aviation and public safety”.
For instance, he finds that “People
tend to shop in cycles. Shoppers
favour reasonably fine days. They
may not shop as frequently when it
is really wet or really dry, because it
might be better either staying home
or taking kids to the beach. Some
say shoppers make large purchases
on the waxing moon (coming up
to full moon) because they become
more impulsive. It is said to be the
time to sell a house but not to buy
one. Because of frosts, full moon is
the time when investment in coffee
futures sharply increases. Milk
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production peaks over the full moon
period. There is more moisture in the soil
before full moon. Grass and wool grow
quicker when cut on a waxing moon.
Fruit picked around new moon has a
longer shelf-life. There are host of other
examples.” (http://www.predictweather.
com/About.aspx)
He claims to have about 5000 New
Zealanders, including farmers, gardeners
and disaster specialists, signed up to
receive his weather predictions.
Ring predicted further major
earthquakes for the Christchurch to
occur on March 20, 2011 and “the end
of September” 2011. There was a low
level 5.1 aftershock on the morning
of March 20, which gave Ring’s
followers supposed vindication, but
which scientists have said was entirely
consistent with aftershock patterns.
There was no earthquake at the end of
September 2011.
Further information assessing Ring’s past
predictions and comments can be found
at http://skeptics.org.nz/SK:KENRING
and http://www.sillybeliefs.com/ring.
html#falseclaims

on several predictions and nothing
unusual happened on those days. (ie
30 January, 14 February, 27 February,
29 March, 12 July, 10 August, and
so on for his liberal interpretation
of the aftershock sequence). This
does not constitute ‘prediction’. It is
opportunistic and meaningless selfpromotion. (See sidebar on Ken Ring).
Consider your chances of getting
a ‘prediction’ correct given this
unscientific definition of prediction.
On average, New Zealand gets around
330 earthquakes of M4-4.9 every year,
26 M5-5.9s per year, two M6-6.9s
per year, and one M 7-7.9 every three
years. If unspecific about magnitude
and location, then your chance of
‘predicting’ an earthquake that is
likely to be locally felt and recorded
is greater than 90 per cent (based on
the simplified method of assuming
each earthquake occurs on a different
day, which isn’t the case, but you get
the picture). This, of course, goes
up immediately following a major
earthquake like our 7.1 where the
occurrence of large events is high. We
had 203 earthquakes greater than 4
in the Canterbury region close to the
7.1 rupture in the six months since
4 September. So one’s chances of
‘prediction’ are actually quite high.
If we had been specifically predicting
large earthquakes (M>6) on the faults
near Christchurch that ruptured on 4
September and 22 February using the
moon over the last several thousand
years, we would have been wrong many
thousands of times, with a success
rate of ‘zero’, even invoking the broad
criteria cast by invoking all of the
possible moon scenarios listed above.
There is no clear correlation between
the largest aftershocks in the Darfield
earthquake aftershock sequence and
diurnal tides. Some of our largest
earthquakes have occurred near high
tide and some near low.
Consider implementation of
this ‘predictive’ strategy. Should we
evacuate an area every time the moon
is on its closest approach, is full or new,
is moving rapidly, is at its maximum
declination or is crossing the equator?
Imagine the fear and frustration of
such an approach, particularly given
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the unspecified times, locations and
magnitudes of the supposed ‘imminent’
events. Without a basic understanding
of how faults generate earthquakes,
where the faults are, at what stage
they are at in the seismic cycle and
how they have been affected by prior
activity, where should we evacuate and
where should we go to? This would
require several evacuations a month of
unspecified areas to other unspecified
areas.
Since humans first looked into the
sky and felt the effects of earthquakes,
they have wondered if the moon and
planets are in some way responsible for
major earthquakes. As early as 1897,
scientists began to pose hypotheses
about moon-earth earthquake
connections and test them in honest
and rigorous ways. After all, the moon
still gets moonquakes in the absence of
plate tectonics, so perhaps there is some
validity to this claim.
While some astrologers may feel
isolated from the scientific community,
this shows a true lack of appreciation
for all of those dedicating significant
effort to this issue. Many of these
findings from studies comparing
earthquake catalogues to tides have
been published in high- quality
journals such as Science (eg, Cochran
et al, 2004) and some scientists have
argued based on statistical data from
global earthquakes for an influence
of tides on earthquake activity under
certain circumstances, such as beneath
the oceans and within active volcanoes.
Some scientists have even argued for a
small correlation (perhaps an increased
earthquake likelihood of 0.5 to 1
per cent) between smaller, shallower

NZ BENT SPOON TO THE QUAKING MEDIA

T

he NZ Skeptics awarded their annual prize for journalistic
gullibility to all those media outlets and personalities
who took Ken Ring’s earthquake prediction claims
at face value, thereby misinforming the public and
contributing to 50,000 people leaving Christchurch with
all the inconvenience, cost and emotional harm that that caused.
“We believe that it is the business of the professional media to ask pertinent
questions on behalf of the public when presenting material as factual. We even
have broadcasting standards which call for accurate reporting. Many, many media
outlets and journalists failed the basic standards of their profession in failing to ask
‘where is the evidence?’ in the face of Ken Ring’s claims to predict earthquakes.
They did us all a disservice,” said Skeptics media commentator Vicki Hyde.
The group Bent Spoon award is an unusual one for the NZ Skeptics, but they felt
that so little was asked by so many that it had to be a broader award this year.

continental earthquakes and ‘solid
earth tides’ (changes in the shape of our
planet due to the gravitational pull of
the moon).
This is peer-reviewed but
controversial research; it does not make
it so, but it has undergone scrutiny
and will continue to do so. This is the
scientific process. To this end, I have
a postgraduate student conducting
high-level geologic and statistical
research on the Canterbury aftershock
sequence, including spatial, temporal,
and mechanistic relationships with
lunar parameters. You can bet that any
results, regardless of the outcome, will
be published for all to see and openly
scrutinise.
Where to from here? We’ll do our
best to provide the best scientific
information possible. Wait for the
information to come from scientists
regarding the earthquake history, likely

lengths, and ‘connectivity’ of faults in
our region. Then take into account
whether you want to occupy your time
with fear of the next big one, which
may or may not eventuate in the next
few years or more, or get on with your
life while learning lessons about being
prepared for earthquakes.

.

Note: This article is based on a
presentation to the 2011 NZ Skeptics
Conference. Dr Quigley’s peer-reviewed
publications pertaining to the Canterbury
earthquakes can be obtained from www.
drquigs.com
About the authors:
Dr Mark Quigley is a senior
lecturer in Active Tectonics
in the Department of
Geological Sciences at the
University of Canterbury.

The Skeptics’ Guide to the Universe
is a weekly Science podcast talkshow discussing the latest news
and topics from the world of the paranormal, fringe science,
and controversial claims from
a scientific point of view.

www.the skepticsguide.org
33

ARTICLE

Media

the

Junk Age
Junk information is contaminating not only responsible journalism
but also the ability of democracies to make sound decisions
in their own best interests. Julian Cribb
watches the information flow.

T
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here is nothing entertaining
about watching a child dying of
starvation, or AIDS victims suffocating
on the solid mass of parasites in their
lungs. These are real human tragedies
where the TV camera finds no
place. That being the case, it is often
necessary for this powerful medium to
forge its own, more stereotypical, icons
of disaster.
Few disasters are quite so telegenic
as an oil spill: the broken-backed
leviathan, its black lifeblood oozing into
the pounding waters; the brightly suited
members of the clean-up team in their
orange and yellow emergency garb; the
pallid, blustering company executive;
the indignant green spokesperson; the
iconic oil-soaked shag. It’s tailor-made
for TV.
Of course, it doesn’t have a lot to do
with reality. But it’s great television.
In the real, scientific world, the
spilt oil will gradually disperse into the
ocean where it will be quietly digested
by billions of microbes and algae over
a period of weeks or months, entering
the eternal food chain.
The megabytes of digital vision files,
too, will sink into innumerable media

archives where they become part of the
multimedia food chain to be endlessly
regurgitated, re-cut, re-edited and
rebroadcast.
In the real world, an oil spill hardly
rates a 1 on the Richter scale of human
disasters – earthquakes, bushfires,
floods, famines, volcanoes, air crashes,
plagues and wars. Compared with the
three million who perish from malaria
every year, the four million who die
from polluted water, the 400 children
who die of malnutrition-related disease
every 15 minutes or the billion forecast
victims of the AIDS pandemic, an oil
spill is a comparatively minor tragedy.
What sets it apart is its ‘televisuality’,
its capacity to entertain.
The oil spill is riven with drama.
For a start, it symbolises the unending
battle between man and nature. It also
has the fundamental element of Greek
tragedy: hubris, or human arrogance,
defying nature. The insolent humans
who built this giant ship or rig have
been exposed as stupidly fallible.
It has excitement, exemplified in
thrilling attempts to rescue the crew or
staunch the haemorrhaging crude. It
has pathos in the pitiful images of dead

and dying wildlife and the desperate,
often futile endeavours of their
rescuers. It has anger in the snarling
confrontation between the industry
and its critics.
It has heroes and villains: the
intrepid cleanup squad and the
corporate executive on whom, like the
witch trials of old, public opprobrium
can be heaped. It has politics because
the responsible government is quickly
rounded up and charged with failing to
properly safeguard the environment.
It has the satisfying confrontation
between polarised viewpoints that
is essential to TV, but conveniently
ignores the wide spectrum of fact and
opinion. And it ignores the fact that
everyone depends on fossil fuels to
live their daily lives and therefore is
complicit in the oil industry.
Where do you find such a
combination of theatrical elements
in a single issue? In few other
places. Because this is not about
news, or science, or fact. It is about
entertainment. People who work in
science need to appreciate that today
they are, like it or not, conscripted into
the entertainment industry.
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They are part of a process that,
worldwide, is gradually subsuming
reality with a fantasy conception of the
world engendered by media executives.
A world where real tragedies are
overlooked or downplayed because they
are too distasteful, too complex, too
difficult to explain. Or because there
is no convenient scapegoat. A world
in which pseudo-tragedies receive
prominent coverage because they have
the right theatrical ingredients and,
especially, imagery.
This world is fuelled by emotion,
not always enhanced by fact, logic or
objective discussion.
It is a world where the re-framed
questions of the TV reporter are
intended to extract not factual answers
from the interviewee but an emotional
response from the audience: fear,
wrath, indignation, vengeance.
Some years ago a Greenlander and
European MP called Fynn Lynge wrote
a book called Arctic Wars. It tells from
the Eskimo perspective how the urban
green movement set out to destroy
the livelihoods of the hunting and
gathering peoples of the Arctic after
they had existed for 5000 years or more
in balance with their environment and
its resources.
The icon of this campaign was one
of the world’s most beautiful women,
Brigitte Bardot.
She was clutching a tiny blue-eyed
baby seal. She was surrounded by
snow besmirched by the red blood of
the seal slaughter. Such a talismanic
image – the ethereal woman, the baby,
the blood, the virginal snow – hardly
needed words.
Practically overnight, the meagre
incomes of Inuit people fell from
US$2000 per year to US$400 while
those of leading environmental
executives tripled. The environmental
movement had made a profound
discovery not unknown to Hollywood:
that emotion equals cash.
Ever since those days of the Arctic
wars, emotion has been the oil well
on which many lobby groups and the
international media have drawn.
This is not in any way to denigrate
genuine environmentalism, which is
often noble, idealistic and important

a good story” has, by a mournful
irony, become the industry
standard.
The reasons for this rest more
with the owners and editors of
the media than with reporters
themselves, who are under constant
pressure to dish up what their
superiors demand.
Reporters, even if they wish
to, are seldom given the time or
resources to verify the claims of
various interest groups and lobbies.
They are forced to take many of
them at face value.
If a reporter is scrupulous in
verifying facts, and thereby discredit
claims made by various sources,
chances are that reporter will have
their backside kicked by the editor
TRUTH... OR CONFLICT?
for producing a story less colourful
At one time, journalists were taught
and ‘beat-up’ than the opposing
to accept a statement from a source
network or paper. In other words,
only if they could validate it from
journalists today
at least two other
may sometimes
independent sources.
News must embody
be punished and
That, you may
conflict. It must have
their career may
recall, was the basis
suffer for trying
of the Washington
two people screaming
to establish the
Post’s Watergate
from opposite poles.
truth. The ‘lazy’
investigation.
story becomes more
Nowadays that
attractive than the well-researched
sort of journalism is rare. Many
one.
reporters will broadcast any claim at
Even if journalists want to check
face value in order then to broadcast
their facts, there are difficulties in
its contradiction in their follow-up.
their path. Many media archives
News today must embody conflict.
consist of old news reports, not
It must have two people screaming
original source documents. These
from opposite poles of an issue rather
news reports contain errors that
than present objective and often rather
thus are incorporated into the
dull facts. The old journalistic saw
public record and periodically
“never let the facts stand in the way of
to our future. Rather, it is to explain
why campaigns founded on emotion
seize the limelight even when they are
in apparent contradiction to scientific
evidence and common sense. And
why they so often overwhelm issues of
genuine import.
The reason is they thrive upon
the medium of television, which is
propelled by emotion rather than
logic, by drama rather than fact, and
which has sucked all the other media –
radio, newspapers and the web – into
its wake.
Emotional impact is now the
yardstick by which that ineffable
quality, newsworthiness, is being
defined.
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regurgitated, producing a permanent
distortion of history.
Another factor is that today’s
media proprietors have found it more
profitable to shed highly experienced
senior (and therefore expensive)
staff and substitute callow and
inexperienced young reporters.
They have replaced local journalism
with imported, and often irrelevant,
syndicated articles from their other
media holdings round the world.
And the internet, for all its many
virtues, is a quicksand of information
of often highly dubious provenance.
A free and fair press has for
centuries been a cornerstone of
democracy. A democracy without
access to the truth is in no better
position to rationally decide its future
than a dictatorship, where truth is
deliberately distorted to protect and
serve the dictator.

IMPACT ON SCIENCE

A democracy that bases its decisions
on junk information and emotion
will rapidly decay, socially and
economically. A democracy that
cannot discern the difference between
well-reasoned and substantiated
argument and shallow, fact-free media
grabs is in a lot of trouble.
Science is of necessity caught up
in this world in which fantasy now
fetches a market premium over fact.
Major scientific questions and issues

people to sway national debate and
are being fought out and decided on
influence policy affecting tens of
emotional rather than factual grounds.
millions of ordinary people. This is
Today’s media makes little
prejudicial to democracy and sound
distinction between the quality of a
government.
well-researched ‘fact’ and its critic’s
Of equal concern is the rise of
wild and baseless assertion. Worse still,
pseudoscience on TV, with themes of
it places them on an equal footing. It
science fiction, “strange but true” or
takes about 10 seconds to make a wild
“alternative” remedies. These further
claim but usually a great deal longer to
confuse an already baffled public,
refute it with scientific data.
which is having trouble telling the
The trouble is that 10 seconds is all
difference between science fact and
the scientist is given to reply.
fiction because of the indiscriminate
Thus the media has made truth
way in which the media presents them.
and garbage equally valent so far
The same trend may be seen
as the viewing or listening public
in bookstores, where shelves of
is concerned. Also, generally, it is
lurid fiction
prejudiced in favour
masquerading
of the more theatrical
The media lives in a
as fact –
or sensational
claimant rather than
rough markeplace, and it pseudoscience,
religious cultism,
the sober, measured
has discovered the hard
faith healing,
and therefore more
way that your circulation herbalism,
‘boring’ respondent.
Media managers
or audience ratings drop conspiracy theories
and New Age
sometimes assert, in
nonsense – now
tones of injured self- if you give too much
far outweigh the
righteousness, that
good news.
non-fiction.
they give the public
These books are churned out by
‘balanced reporting’. In actuality they
the same vast entertainment empires
give us nothing of the sort, as they
that produce TV shows, movies,
themselves well know. They usually
newspapers, computer games and
know or strongly suspect that at least
multimedia with such disregard for
one side is lying or exaggerating but
reality.
since that feeds the drama, and hence
A form of intellectual pollution
the ratings, little effort is made to
exclude the claim on the mere grounds is insidiously spreading in the
community, far worse than any oil
of dishonesty or untruthfulness.
spill. Just as society turned hungrily
Today’s lobby and vested interest
to ‘junk food’ in the 1960s, ‘70s and
groups thrive on the media’s lack of
‘80s, in the 2000s it has begun to
discrimination.
gorge on ‘junk information’. Just as
This is what makes it possible for
junk food became a global industry
groups consisting of a handful of
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worth billions, so today has junk
information.
And, just as we found that
junk food kills millions of people
through degenerative disease, it is
my expectation that social scientists
and psychologists will in time find
evidence that junk information exacts
a horrifying societal toll.
The upsurge in mental disorders,
road rage, domestic violence, predatory
sex, drug-taking, religious cultism and
multiple slayings may in many cases
be found to originate with society’s
growing appetite for fantasy, whetted
and satiated by the multimedia
empires; and with people’s growing
inability to cope with the sombre
realities and stresses of day-to-day life.
Clearly, this predilection for the
fantastic, the unreal and the irrational
places those who wish to communicate
factually, truthfully or rationally at a
disadvantage. It is a major cross to be
borne by modern science.

AVOIDING DISASTER

A second, and in my view even more
critical, issue is embedded in all this: it
concerns the media’s apparent hunger
for ‘bad news’. Many people assume
that the media’s predilection for bad
news over good is a perversity peculiar
to sour old editors.
Not so. The media lives in a rough
marketplace, and it has discovered
the hard way that your circulation or
audience ratings drop if you give the
public too much good news.
Conversely your ratings rise if you
feed the public the right proportion
of doom, gloom and disaster.
Disasters are good for ratings. Why
does the public crave disaster? Why on
earth would we want to devour plane
crashes, car smashes, market collapses,
crimes, fires, floods, pollution,
epidemics and cancer scares along with
our morning muesli?
Here we must probe into the
human psyche and our prehistoric
origins. We crave disaster not because
we enjoy it but because it reminds us
we are vulnerable – and we need that
reminder in order to hone our survival
skills.
Humans have been social beings

for over two million years. In that
immense span, one thing that assured
our survival and success was our ability
to work together to identify the threats
surrounding us and
to take action to
prevent them.
Originally
these threats were
predators, poisonous
plants and natural
events like fire, flood
or landslide. But new
threats emerged as
cities arose: epidemic
disease, bad water,
crime, marauders,
collapsing buildings,
fires, famines, civil
strife and so on.
It was our ability
to plan ahead and
cooperate that led to the creation
of sewerage, irrigation, education,
science, medical services, fire brigades,
police and defence forces, and ensured
our survival.
Today, the media is full of threats.
Society’s instant response to these
threats is to increase the pressure on
governments and on scientists to make
our lives safer. It uses the media to
amplify this call, and the media thrives
on the drama and sense of power it
derives from forcing governments to
act.
So, behind the apparent appetite of
the public for so-called bad news there
lies a sophisticated social mechanism,
evolved over millions of years, to
identify, anticipate and prevent
disaster. But in today’s climate this
risks being overdone.
Monitor TV current affairs shows
for the next week. How many
stories are designed to trigger a fear
response in their audience – fear
of crime, health hazards, rip-offs,
natural disasters – with the TV show
dubiously representing itself as your
guardian? TV is building its future on
the impression of a darkly threatening
world – and on angry, fearful, isolated
audiences itching to strike back at the
media’s pre-packaged villains.
The need of humans to anticipate
and avoid disaster is as old as time. It

is worthy of study and encouragement.
It is vital to our species’ future survival.
But it will not work if we are distracted
by cries of “wolf ” by beaten-up
pseudo-threats rather
than genuine ones.
When the media
blurs the distinction
between truth and
falsehood, between
information and
entertainment,
between fact and
fantasy, the whole
delicate edifice
of society’s early
warning system is
imperilled.
If society, through
being fed too much
dubious, exaggerated
or false material,
finds itself unable to distinguish real
threats from imaginary ones, imminent
ones from distant ones, or serious ones
from inconsequential ones, we risk
paralysis. As a democracy we may lose
the faculty for making good decisions
and taking effective action.
A society unable to discriminate
between real and imaginary threats has
poor prospects for long-term survival.
As a journalist and former
newspaper editor, I believe it is high
time to revisit some of those ideals
of objectivity, integrity, factual
accuracy and professionalism
in presenting the news and in
commenting on it. It is time to again
make a clear separation between
reporting and entertainment – before
our society pays a high price for living
in the Junk Information Age.

.

Note: This article originally appeared
in Issues magazine (www.issues.
control.com.au) and is published with
permission.
About the author:
Julian Cribb is an awardwinning journalist, fellow of
the Australian Academy of
Technological Sciences and
Engineering, and principal
of science communication
consultants Julian Cribb & Assoc.
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Michael Edmonds asks whether an
understanding of the fundamentals
of chemistry can counter pseudoscientific thinking in alternative
medicine and rampant chemophobia.

T

his is the International Year of
Chemistry and as such I have
been involved in a number of activities
to celebrate the many contributions
chemistry has made to our modern
society. It has also been a time of
reflection, during which I have asked
myself – Can an understanding
of chemistry act as an antidote to
pseudoscientific thinking? In this article
I attempt to answer this question by
examining some of the core concepts
in chemistry and using
them to examine some
pseudoscientific beliefs. I
also look at chemophobia
and how this irrational
fear of chemicals can fuel
certain pseudoscientific
beliefs, as well as
discussing ‘alternative’
medical treatments
which make use of bizarre chemical
concoctions.
But first let us start with a definition
of what chemistry is.

WHAT IS CHEMISTRY?
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Chemistry is the study of matter,
where matter is the material in our
universe which both has mass and
occupies space. Matter includes all
solids, liquids and gases, and chemistry
explores not only the properties and
composition of matter but also how it

behaves and interacts.
Therefore chemists also
have to understand how
matter and energy interact.
While in theory chemistry can
be described as an isolated discipline,
in its practice and application it often
contributes to, and is supported by,
other scientific disciplines including
biology (pharmacology, molecular
biology) and physics (materials science,
astrochemistry).
At the heart of chemistry
are some central concepts
which form the foundation
of this discipline. Let us
examine some of these
concepts.
The most basic structural
unit in chemistry is the atom.
The atom itself is made up of
a nucleus containing particles
called protons and neutrons, around
which smaller particles called electrons
orbit.
Atoms exist with different numbers
of protons (neutrons and electrons).
These different atoms constitute the
different chemical elements which
are usually represented in the form of
the Periodic Table. Each element has
different properties and is represented
on the table by a one or two letter
symbol. Ninety of the elements occur
naturally and these elements can

combine to form the fantastically
diverse types of matter that make up
our universe.
The atomic number (the number
above each element) signifies the
number of protons each atom has in its
nucleus. As you read across each row
of the Periodic Table and then down,
the number of protons in the nucleus
increases.
Atoms are so incredibly small that it
can be hard to visualise how very small
they are. For example, our lungs hold
approximately 1,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000 gas atoms while a
grain of sand contains approximately
100,000,000,000,000,000,000,000
atoms.
All of the atoms in existence were
created billions of years ago in the
heart of stars during the formation
of the universe. I find this an
extraordinary concept – that the atoms
which make up our bodies have existed
for billions of years during which time
some of them may have formed part
of the last Tyrannosaurus Rex, the first
flowering plant, or occupied the bodies
of various historical figures. Carl
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Sagan put this more eloquently and
succinctly when he explained that “we
are made of star stuff”.
The true diversity of the matter
in our universe comes from the
ability of atoms to combine to form
molecules. Molecules can be simple,
for example water, which is made up
of one oxygen atom and two hydrogen
atoms, or complex, for example DNA,
which is made up of billions of atoms
including those of the elements carbon,
hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen and
phosphorus.
Molecules are also incredibly
small – a single aspirin tablet
contains approximately
1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000
molecules of the active ingredient,
acetylsalicyclic acid.
The shape of molecules has a
fundamental effect on their properties.
Water molecules, for example, have a
V shape which allows water to exist as
a liquid at room temperature and to
dissolve many different compounds.
Without these fundamental properties,
life as we know it would not have been
able to evolve on Earth.
The shape of molecules is a key

consideration in the development
of new drugs. Many drugs work by
interacting with specially shaped
receptor or active sites in the body.
To activate or deactivate these sites,
a molecule of complementary shape
must be able to fit into the site. And by
making subtle changes to the shapes of
such molecules it is possible to tune the
effect of the drug molecule.
Finally, it may not be obvious to the
naked eye or even under a microscope,
but all matter moves. In liquids, such
as water for example, the individual
molecules move relative to each
other, only fleetingly and temporarily
interacting with other water molecules.
This can be observed by adding a
drop of food colouring to a still glass
of water. The movement of the water
molecules alone slowly mixes the
colouring throughout the glass without
any need for external agitation.

CHEMISTRY AND HOMEOPATHY

Homeopathy was developed just over
200 years ago and is based on three
principles: that diseases can be treated
by using substances that produce the
same symptoms as the disease; that
the greater a substance is diluted the
more potent it becomes; and that
homeopathic solutions are ‘activated’
by physically striking them against a
solid surface.

If one considers these principles
against the core chemical concepts
discussed so far, they make little sense.
How can less of a substance be more
potent? How could the variable striking
of water solutions have any effect on
water molecules which are already
in motion relative to each other, and
which are therefore unable to form
any collective memory of an active
substance? For homeopathy to work,
key chemical concepts which underlie
and explain much of what we know
about the physical world would have
to be turned on their heads. Such a
challenge to well established chemical
concepts would require extraordinary
evidence.
To date, no such evidence has been
provided by homeopaths. Instead, over
the past two hundred years, repeated
attempts to prove that homeopathy
works have demonstrated little more
than the placebo effect and the human
propensity for confirmation bias.

MORE CHEMICAL CONCEPTS

Apart from the launch of the occasional
deep space probe, the loss of helium
into space, or the addition of the

The Periodic Table of the Elements

Lanthanide series
Actinide series
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occasional meteor, the Earth retains
a constant mass. Thus, our physical
resources are limited.
Although we have a limited
resource in terms of matter, this
matter is continuously recycled as
these ancient and indestructible atoms
move from one chemical compound
to another. For example, the carbon
in coal when burnt is converted into
carbon dioxide which may then be
converted by plants into sugars. Such
recycling occurs for many elements,
particularly in the biosphere of our
planet.
Some chemical compounds are rich
in energy and this energy can
be released to produce energy
poor compounds. For
example, when we burn
coal or oil we release energy
and produce energy poor
carbon dioxide, or when we
consume sugars we use
the energy released
in our bodies and
again produce
carbon dioxide.
This carbon
dioxide can
be recycled
through
photosynthesis
in plants to
produce more
sugars and other
energy rich
compounds for
food. The same
is not possible for
coal or oil, and as
such these are limited resources.
The systems by which matter is
continually recycled are very complex
and interrelated. Such complex systems
are usually in equilibrium – this means
that if we change one variable the
system will adjust itself to compensate.
For example, as the amount of
carbon dioxide has increased in our

atmosphere, some of it has been
removed by dissolving in the oceans.
The idea of system equilibrium is
used by some to claim that an increase
in carbon dioxide concentration in
our atmosphere is harmless as the
system can rebalance itself. This is
potentially dangerous thinking. Most
systems, particularly complex ones,
can only buffer a certain amount of
change, beyond which the system
itself may undergo significant change
as it attempts to rebalance itself. Such
changes would not necessarily be
conducive to human life.
Fossil fuels are a non-sustainable
source of energy that also release
pollutants and increase carbon dioxide
levels in the atmosphere. Humanity
would be better served developing
alternative sources of energy which
harness the power of the sun more
directly, for example, through solar
panels, hydroelectric, wind turbine
or biofuels. More attention
needs to be paid to the effects
of increasing carbon dioxide
levels in our atmosphere,
and its effect on the
equilibrium of the Earths
biosphere.

CHEMOPHOBIA

There are millions of
different chemical
compounds in
existence and
chemists use
a standardised
naming
system in
order to better
catalogue and
compare these
fascinating
compounds.
Unfortunately,
among
non-chemists, this chemical jargon
can create concern and even
fear. For example, most people
when asked would turn down an
offer to eat a mixture containing
methylmethyoxypyrazine,
phenylacetaldehye and tocopherol,
at least until it is revealed that the
aforementioned mixture is a chocolate

bar, and all of the compounds are
natural components of chocolate.
This caution or fear of the unknown
is a natural instinct which has served
human beings well throughout
our evolution, allowing us to avoid
poisonous foods and dangerous
predators. However, in the modern
world it can be used against us.
Referring to compounds by their
chemical names is a ploy used by
various interest groups including
alternative health ‘gurus’ and antivaccinationists to try and create fear of
mainstream medicines.
Furthermore, it has allowed the
development of the myth of the
‘chemical-free’ product. The only thing
that is chemical free is a vacuum.
The term “chemical free” appears
to be an invention of the marketing
industry; an attempt to sell products
by suggesting that if they contain
only natural compounds they must be
safe, healthy and/or environmentally
friendly. This is, of course, very flawed
reasoning. Nature produces a wide
range of compounds that are toxic to
humans. Tetradotoxin from poorly
prepared puffer fish, ricin from castor
beans (used to assassinate a Bulgarian
dissident in 1978), digitalis from
foxgloves and arsenic in groundwater
are all just as capable of ‘knocking
us off’ as effectively as any synthetic
compound.
Indeed, when it comes to toxicity, it
is not whether something is natural or
synthetic that is important. Rather it is
the dose. Any substance is capable of
being toxic. Consuming four litres of
water in two hours can prove fatal, as
can several hours’ exposure to a 100 per
cent oxygen atmosphere.
The idea that toxicity is dose
dependant is not new. In the
16th century, the Swiss physician
Paracelsus stated that “All things
are poison, and nothing is without
poison; only the dose permits
something not to be poisonous.”
However, it remains a concept that
is not well understood today. Special
interest groups have used this to
create fear around issues such as
water fluoridation, vaccines, and
environmental issues. For example,
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solutions of dimethylsulfoxide
when DDT started to be detected
(DMSO), an industrial solvent, have
in the environment at part per
similarly been promoted as a cure
million levels, the resulting knee
all, supported by, of course, only
jerk withdrawal of DDT from the
vague anecdotal
marketplace
evidence.
resulted in a
When
resurgence of
One of the hypocrisies
challenged, those
malaria in many
of some alternative
peddling these
vulnerable
practitioners is that they
absurd therapies
populations. After
will often cry
the introduction
may also embrace absurd
“conspiracy”, and
of DDT in Sri
claim they are
Lanka by 1963, the chemical therapies.
being victimised
number of cases
by the all-powerful pharmaceutical
dropped to 17. A few years later after
DDT use was banned, the number of industry.
cases increased to 2.5 million cases in
1968 and 1969.
CHEMISTRY – THE ANTIDOTE
Another consequence of
We live in a world where important
chemophobia is that it can encourage
public debates are becoming
people to embrace alternative
contaminated with non-science and
treatments, such as homeopathy. An
nonsense. Knowledge of chemistry can
example of the terrible consequences
help us identify and challenge some of
of such erroneous thinking was the
the non-science and nonsense when
death of Gloria Thomas, aged nine
exploring important issues such as
months, in Australia in 2002, when her climate change, environmental issues,
homeopath father refused to treat her
water fluoridation and vaccination.
eczema with conventional medicine.
At the beginning of this article, I
Instead, she was given homeopathic
posed the question – “Is chemistry
remedies until she died of septicaemia
an antidote to pseudoscientific
and malnutrition.
thinking?” And while I hopefully
One of the incredible hypocrisies
have demonstrated that knowledge
of some alternative medicine
of chemistry can help identify and
practitioners is that they may also
challenge pseudoscientific thinking,
embrace absurd chemical therapies.
I cannot claim that it, alone, is
Antivaxxers who claim autistic children an antidote. I know this because
are really suffering from mercury
there are those who, despite a
poisoning sometimes promote the
background in chemistry, still embrace
use of chelation therapy. Chelation
pseudoscientific beliefs. These include:
therapy involves the intravenous use of
• David Rasnick – after training as a
chemical agents which bind to heavy
chemist and working in medicinal
metals in the blood. It is an invasive
chemistry for 20 years, Dr Rasnick
technique which can also strip the
became an AIDS denialist and
blood of important metal ions such as
proponent of vitamin ‘therapies’.
calcium. Indeed, there are examples
• Kary Mullis, Nobel prize winning
of patients who have died because too
biochemist, is an AIDS denialist,
much calcium has been stripped from
believer in astrology and claims to
their blood.
have met an extraterrestrial disguised
Other alternative treatments have
as a fluorescent raccoon.
included the consumption of ‘miracle
• Lionel Milgrom, research chemist
mineral solution’ as a treatment for
for 30 years, now a practising
everything from AIDS to irritable
homeopath and prominent advocate
bowel syndrome. Such wide reaching
of homeopathy.
claims are an immediate warning
The idea that those who have trained
sign, as is the revelation that miracle
to an advanced level in chemistry
mineral solution is, in fact, a 28
(or any other science) can go on to
per cent solution of bleach! Dilute
embrace pseudoscience has always
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intrigued me. I’ve often wondered
how such a transition could occur,
and would suggest that perhaps one or
more of the following factors may be
involved:
• Frustration with science - Progress in
science is often slow and frustrating.
The temptation to find an easier,
albeit fallacy-based career may be
appealing when faced with the many
frustrations of laboratory work.
• External bias - Religious and
moral beliefs may introduce bias;
for example, a number of AIDS
denialists are blatantly homophobic.
• No understanding of the scientific
method - While most scientists pick
up the principles of the scientific
method during their training, few
that I am aware of are explicitly
taught the scientific method.
• Need for attention/notoriety
• Financial motives - The peddling
of pseudoscience can be quite
lucrative, particularly when you can
use academic qualifications to lend
the appearance of legitimacy to your
claims.
I suspect that, in most cases, the
embracing of pseudoscientific beliefs
by scientists is a gradual process,
where step by small step, they move
away from the scientific method until
eventually they find themselves no
longer bound by its philosophy and
rigour.
In summary, while an
understanding of chemistry does
not necessarily provide an antidote
to pseudoscientific thinking, when
it is coupled with the tools of
rational thinking it provides the
skills to critically examine many
areas where pseudoscientific beliefs
persist including water fluoridation,
environmental science, climate
change, homeopathy and alternative
medicines.

.

About the author:
Michael Edmonds has spent
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Jake Farr-Wharton likes
to write to Christian leaders.
Geoff Cowan opens the
envelope.

J

ake Farr-Wharton’s recent book
Letter to Christian Leaders uses a
formula first used by Sam Harris in
his best seller A Letter to a Christian
Nation, which was addressed to the
religious community generally. FarrWharton takes the matter further and
specifically writes letters to selected
Christian leaders. His first book, FarrWharton has been working hard with
his Imaginary Friends Podcast.
Based in Brisbane, Jake is also a parttime university student, father, speaker
and writer. He is someone who may
well be the next big thing.

Q You are on fire! You have the

Imaginary Friends Podcast, your first
book, Letter to Christian Leaders.
What’s next?

A This year is a massive one for
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me. The launch of the book has been
awesome. There’s been a great deal
of feedback from both atheists and
Christians alike which has prompted
me to begin thinking about the idea of
writing another. At least ... considering,
contemplating, philosophising about
the idea.
Also, the podcast was nominated
in the atheism.about.com atheism/
agnosticism podcast awards as one of
the top five atheist/agnostic podcasts
for 2010. The nomination has been

huge for me; firstly
because we’re such
a new podcast, secondly,
we’re up with two of my favourite
podcasts in the genera, Irreligiosophy
and the Good Atheist, and thirdly
because we’ve picked up a bunch of
new listeners.
Aside from this, you may or may
not know, I fairly regularly write and
perform music for the show. I’m going
to drop them into an album called Pray
the gay away, after the track of the
same name.
I’m also at university studying
anthropology, so I’ve no shortage of
things to do next.

Q In Letter to Christian Leaders, all

the leaders are from the United States.
Why no-one from Australia?

A For an excellent reason -

per-capita, the crazy-religiousfundamentalist preacher/pastor/priest/
cleric is sparse on the ground here in
Australia. Don’t get me wrong, we
still have Cardinal George Pell who
denies climate change, and denounces
abortion and euthanasia. And we also
have captain of the loony brigade,
Pastor and curiously prefixed Doctor
Danny Nalliah, who claimed that
decriminalisation of abortion in
Victoria caused the massive bushfires

Jake FarrWharton and
his imaginary friends

in 2010, among other things.
So, we do have the crazies,
but it is so much more robust in
the USA. The USA also has this
phenomenon of Creationism and it’s
bastard son, intelligent design being
taught in the classroom. Penn State
University recently ran a study entitled
“Evolution, Creationism, and the Battle
to Control America’s Classrooms,”
that surveyed 926 public high school
biology teachers. They found that 13
per cent of the high school teachers
surveyed (keeping in mind that these
people are biology teachers) specifically
advocated creationism. Sadly, only 28
per cent present evolution as the basis
of biology and as a theory supported by
evidence.
What this means is that there
are huge swathes of children who are
potentially being sent into a world
with a severe disadvantage. This study
didn’t take into account the number
of children being homeschooled by
their overtly religious parents. I’ve
seen their text books, they are scary!
These children will grow up with a
fundamental misunderstanding of
our place in the cosmos. Not only
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is this sad, but it is exacerbating an
already terrible situation. These kids
are taught that science and religion are
fundamentally incompatible and are
likely to teach their own children the
same, and so on.
We have to find a way to reach
out to these people who’ve just been
brainwashed by their respective
religious leaders, whether they live in
the USA or the UK, Italy, Australia
or anywhere else and help them. If
we don’t, they’ll outbreed us, outvote
us, and they’ll stifle education and
scientific advancement.
Nonetheless, the letters in the book
are broken up into specific arguments
and will translate seamlessly to the
claims made by any dogmatic Christian
leader from any country.

Q Where you influenced by Sam
Harris’ book Letter to a Christian
Nation?

A

I always find questions about
influences to be the most interesting.
I certainly can’t deny that Sam Harris
and indeed his book was an influence,
however not specifically on my book,
with the notable exception of the
emulation through the title.
I really enjoy Harris’ direct style,
much in the same way as I enjoy
that same direct approach taken by
Dawkins in The God Delusion and by
Hitchins in God is Not Great, but that
style is not mine. The reason I directed
Letters to Christian Leaders: Hollow
be thy claims to the Christian leaders,
instead of the religious adherents
themselves, is because, as an ex-believer
and a humanist, I believe targeting the
believers for merely regurgitating what
their Christian leaders have taught
them is wrong. It’s like scolding a child
for saying or doing what their parents
have told them to do.
Don’t get me wrong, adult
adherents can think and feel and reason,
but they’ve had this amazing worldview
built up for them, complete with
eternal life if they think, act and talk a
particular way. Challenging someone
who is entrenched in this worldview
does very little; we are not rational
animals, we are rationalising animals!

That is why I wrote the book,
ultimately. I wanted to help religious
people around the world to connect
with an evidence based view of the
universe at the same time as showing
them that their religious leaders are
filling their heads with fallacy after
dangerous fallacy.

Q How much research did you do

in regards to the book? What are your
sources, besides the Bible?

A I think that just about any writer

will tell you, whether they’re in
academia or popular science writing,
the research is what makes the book.
It’s all part of the journey, all par for
the course, and along the way, you pick
up both skills and information that
you’ll use for the rest of your life.
I don’t know that I could say how
much research I performed to make
the book solid, it was constant for 3-6
months. I used science, medicine and
anthropology journals and texts, and
also read popular science books by the
bookshelf-load. It was tremendous and
immensely satisfying. Most certainly
worth doing again … and again.

Q Why did you select these people

to write letters to, what made them
stand out from the crowd as opposed to
other celebrities like Fred Phelps from
the Westboro Baptist Church whose
followers picket military funerals and
carry placards saying “God hates fags”?

A Good question. I chose leaders

with a great following. Fred Phelps, for
all of his inflammatory and venomous
rhetoric, only has a small following.
In fact, the vast majority of Phelps’
following have surnames that end in
Phelps, so as much as I despise the
guy for what he does and says, most
Christians try their darndest to distance
themselves from him and he actively
denounces most other Christians.
In addition to this, I had a good
idea of the specific claims that I wanted
to address and chose Christian leaders
who had more or less made such
arguments. Luckily, there’s just so darn
many of them!
With that said, don’t be surprised if

you see him targeted in the next book
by Jake Farr-Wharton.

Q Tell us a little about yourself. Why
are you an atheist? Are you a skeptic?

A I was raised in the Catholic

tradition and embraced it wholeheartedly. I was a ‘true believer’. I had
a personal relationship with Jesus and
hated all the right things. One day
in Church, however, the priest was
preaching viciously about the scourge
of homosexuality and how they were a
blight on society and all around terrible
people. It was at that point that I really
questioned my belief. My godfather,
gay and out and proud for many years,
was the literal antithesis of what the
priest was shouting about. I recognised
that not only was the priest wrong, but
he was using his position of influence
to spread these fallacies.
So I stood up, shouted back and
got kicked out. The rest, as they say, is
history.

Q Have you received any interesting

responses to the book or your podcasts?

A So many. I get weekly emails

for the podcast, mainly from people
asking for advice or information. The
best emails, however, the ones which
really reinforce my desire to write and
podcast, are the ones from adherents
and believers who say that what we’ve
said in the show or what I wrote in the
book had made them rethink ‘x’ or ‘y’.
When I lost my religious belief and
arrived at my atheistic conclusions, I
had help from a multitude of books
and documentaries, so I’m elated that I
have the opportunity to help people in
similar situations.
As I’ve said, we get nowhere
by becoming an opposition to the
individual believers - target the
leaders.

.

About the interviewer:
Geoff Cowan is a member
of Australian Skeptics
and an active member
of the Western Sydney
Freethinkers.
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It can’t
hurt you
We all know what placebos can’t do
- and lack of therapeutic value is a
big negative. But Brian Dunning asks
what placebos can do, and who hides
behind their effectiveness.
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ot some chronic pain? An itchy
rash? Hypertension? Depression?
We’ve got the solution for you. It’s
guaranteed to have no side effects, but
it’s an extraordinary treatment for your
symptoms. It’s the placebo, a completely
inert and ineffective intervention, that
does nothing to your body at all, except
to convince you that it does. Whether
it’s a pill containing no medication, an
expensive looking electronic device that
does nothing, an inhaler that provides
the same air you’re already breathing,
or just a manipulative treatment that
doesn’t manipulate anything, the
medical placebo is not only a crucial
component of clinical trials, but it can
also be an effective medical treatment
in itself. After all, placebo is Latin for “I
will please you”.
Most people have heard of the
use of placebos in medical testing.
When you’re testing an actual new
drug or device, a control group
of subjects receives an identical
procedure, but with a placebo instead
of the new treatment. If everything is
properly controlled, and neither the

administrators nor the subjects know
which treatment is being used, we
get a good understanding of the new
drug’s actual effectiveness beyond what
the placebo provides. But what a lot
of people don’t know is that even the
placebo control group often fares better
than groups who receive nothing at all.
The fact is that when you think you’re
being treated, you often do experience
some level of relief.
There is a very important caveat. As
powerful as the placebo effect can be,
it does not have therapeutic value in
actually treating a physical disease. It
also does not usually produce any kind
of measurable improvement. Its value
is almost exclusively for the reduction
of symptoms that can be self-reported
by the patient. Basically, it can help
the way a patient feels, but it can’t treat
their illness. Exceptions are cases like
stress, insomnia or nausea, where there
is an actual condition, but no disease
agent is involved.
Placebos are not just pills or drugs.
Placebo treatments can also be the
application of heat, ultrasound,

massage, injection, manipulation, or
just about anything else you can do to
a body.
Who responds to placebos? Not
everyone. In fact, any given placebo
treatment is usually only effective on
about one third of patients, although
nearly everyone will respond to at least
one type of placebo. And in fact, most
of us do, all the time. Many overthe-counter remedies and even some
prescription drugs have been found
to have effects only comparable to a
control placebo. And yet, we perceive
that they work, and so we keep going
back for more. For example, a review
of randomised controlled trials of
over-the-counter cough syrups found
that no such products work better
than a placebo. And so, for all practical
purposes, non-prescription cough
syrups are placebos. That doesn’t mean
they don’t work; it means they only
work as well as a harmless substance
that you think will help your cough.
And often, that effect is sufficient.
But not all placebos are equal.
Some are absolutely more effective
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than others. It turns out that a wide
variety of factors have definite influence
over how well a placebo works. If the
placebo is a pill, its colour, size, shape,
taste, and odour all have an impact. In
any type of placebo administration, the
manner and friendliness of its delivery
affect its value. Even when and where
the placebo is given can have an effect:
an impressive looking office building
versus the trunk of a car in a back alley.
For example:
• Blue pills are more effective than red
pills for calming or tranquilising.
Red pills are more effective than blue
pills for stimulation.
• Two pills have more effect than one.
• Pills with a recognised, well-known
brand name and packaging are more
effective than generic pills. In one
large trial published in the British
Medical Journal (Branthwaite A,
Cooper P.), branded aspirin was
more effective than generic aspirin,
which was more effective than a
branded placebo, which was more
effective than a generic placebo.
• Expensive treatments are more
effective than inexpensive ones.
• The description of the placebo’s effect
is also a powerful factor. Patients
who receive a strong warning from
the doctor about the strength of the
drug have better results than patients
who receive a weaker description of
the drug’s effect. Both groups show
better improvement than patients
who receive no information about
the drug’s effect.
• Patients who receive placebos from
someone in a white labcoat get
better results than when the placebo
is administered by someone not
wearing a white labcoat.
• Better results are obtained from
placebos when the doctor spends
more time with the patient explaining
things.
• The drama and invasiveness of
the placebo is a significant factor
in its effectiveness. For example, a
shot is more effective than a pill.
Electric shock is more effective than
ultrasound. Acupuncture is more
effective than manipulation.
• Paradoxically, placebo treatments that
produce unpleasant side effects are

of conditions that placebos are able to
more effective than placebos with no
affect.
side effects.
Since belief is presumed to be the
How do these differences affect
major driver of a placebo’s effectiveness
placebo controlled trials? If I’m testing
at treating self-reportable symptoms,
a new drug to treat depression, and my
there is some debate over whether
drug is a small blue pill in a generic
the effect also exists in animals. It
bottle, and the control placebo is a large
has been shown that many animals
shiny red pill in a brand name bottle,
can be calmed by soothing human
guess what? There’s a good chance that
contact. Dogs and horses in particular
the placebo may actually produce better
will often experience reduced heart
results than my drug, even though my
rates when they are petted. When
drug may actually be effective. This
animals are taken to certain alternative
can really happen in some cases. The
veterinary practitioners for treatments
characteristics of the placebo treatment
that we would normally ascribe to
are poorly selected in this example,
the placebo effect in humans, such as
thus it’s not a valid control procedure.
veterinary homeopathy or whispering
Designers of well-performed clinical
or acupuncture, the treatments are
trials know this, and an important
always accompanied by soothing
part of their job is to eliminate such
petting by their owners and other kind
variables that can skew the results. The
treatment. Predictably, the animal’s
characteristics of the placebo should
mood will typically improve; and just
always match the active treatment as
as predictably, the owner will often
much as possible.
attribute this to the treatment.
Sometimes, this can include
Thus, you might be inclined to argue
mimicking any side effects that the real
that the placebo effect isn’t needed
drug might produce. There is also a class
to explain the animal’s improved
of placebos called “active placebos”.
behaviour. And in many cases, you’re
An active placebo is intended to
probably right. There are
produce the same side effects
often overlooked influences
as the new treatment being
present that can explain
tested. An active placebo does
an animal’s improvement,
contain some active agent, just
or as in the case of at
not one that is intended to treat
least one experiment, the
the patient’s condition. Say
animal reacting
you’re testing a new
negatively.
drug that has the
To debunk a worthless
In this case
unfortunate side effect
of making its subjects alternative therapy, it’s not experimenters
dizzy and nauseous.
neccessary to prove it has were studying
the effect of a
To properly control
has no effect at all.
drug injected into
your trial, you’d
rats, and found
need to administer a
that the rats
placebo that makes
were more stressed than nonpeople dizzy and nauseous also.
injected rats. Finally employing
Placebos can also work in
a placebo injection of saline
reverse to produce this same effect.
solution, they determined that the
If you tell a patient that an inactive
stress was not caused by the drug at all,
placebo is a powerful drug that will
but rather by the injection procedure.
produce negative side effects, it actually
Since belief in a treatment’s effects
can. This is called a nocebo (Latin for “I
is the important factor in placebos,
will harm”). One study of 109 clinical
it seems unlikely that it could apply
trials in which patients were told the
to animals, since they lack the
placebo would have adverse effects
understanding of what the treatment is
actually did produce them in 19 per
intended to do. Another complication
cent of the patients. These side effects
is that many animals can be influenced
were mainly headaches, drowsiness,
by learned behaviour. For example, if
and weakness: Again, the usual types

“
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It can’t
hurt you ...
Continued...

you give rats a mild shock when they
eat from the wrong bowl, they can
learn to eat from the right bowl. Take
the right bowl away, forcing them to
eat from the wrong bowl, and rats will
exhibit stress because they associate
that bowl with the shock. Some have
argued that this is an example of the
placebo effect, since the rat understands
that this food will cause a shock. But
since the effect is equally well explained
by simple learned behaviour and
associations, the jury is still out on
whether placebos work on animals.
What is known is that to effectively test
a treatment on animals, you must give
the control group a properly designed
placebo, just as you would with
humans. However, this is to eliminate
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other causes for the treatment’s
potential effects (like the stress from the
scary injection), and it’s not intended
that the animal will expect to get better
the way a person might.
You can actually get real placebo
pills if you want them for some reason.
In some locales, a pharmacist can sell
them to you upon request. In other
places you may need a prescription
from a doctor, so you’ll have to employ
your salesmanship skills. If all else fails,
you can buy any homeopathic pills,
since those are technically placebos.
I spoke with one doctor who keeps
generic looking vitamin pills on hand,
to give his children whenever they
insist they’re sick and want Dr Daddy
to fix them.
Understanding the power of
the placebo effect is crucial to
understanding the value of a
claimed alternative therapy. If it’s
well designed and well delivered,
an implausible therapy with no

clinical value can indeed produce a
subjective improvement in the patient’s
symptoms. To debunk a worthless
alternative therapy, it’s not necessary
to prove that it has no effect at all.
Rather, understand that under the
right conditions it can, in fact, have a
sometimes significant effect; an effect
which can almost certainly be fully
explainable as a placebo.

.

Editor’s note:This article is a transcript
of an episode of Skeptoid (episode
#247, March 01, 2011). It is used with
permission and is copyrighted to the
author.
About the author:
Brian Dunning is a computer
scientist, and host and producer
of the award-winning podcast,
Skeptoid: Critical Analysis
of Pop Phenomena (www.
skeptoid.com).
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Welcome to Conspiracyland
Area 51: An Uncensored History of America’s
Top Secret Military Base
By Annie Jacobsen
Griffin Press, A$35.00

A

rea 51 has no doubt created more
conspiracy theories in relation to the
existence of UFOs than any other single entity
or location outside of Roswell. But what is Area
51? This book has answers that question by
pulling back the myth that has covered this area
of Nevada for over 60 years.
Area 51 is quite simply one area of many
within a military facility known as
the Edwards Air Force Base. It has
the main objective of developing new
technology for the military. But the
fact that the area was not officially
acknowledged till 2003 had supported
the conspiracy theory that there
existed alien technology operating
within the perimeter of the base.
Actually, there are 19 areas within
this base, all named Area 1, Area 2
etc. Area 20 is where NASA trained
astronauts in driver training for the
moon buggies. Area 25 is for atomic
testing. Atomic weapons are still
tested but underground in dedicated
facilities. Area 51, being in the top
north-east corner of the facility, is the
largest area of restricted airspace.
Jacobsen has sourced much of her
information from former workers, employees,
Air Force officers and contractors employed
on the base over the past 50 years. But instead
of developing the premise that Area 51 was
created for aliens, she shows that the whole
facility was set up from the end of WW2 for the
development of military technology, such as the
U2 spy plane, Stealth aircraft, atomic weapons
testing and radar systems, etc. When you are
developing this sort of technology, you don’t
want spying eyes, so why not place the facility in
a remote location.
So where did the seeds of the conspiracy start?
According to Jacobsen, it started at the same time
that testing of the U2 spy plane commenced.
Painted silver and flying at high altitude, the U2
looked like what a UFO should look like. This
chapter of the book, typical of all in the book,
outlines the project in progress at Area 51 and

paints the technological and political context it
was conceived in. This is the best aspect of the
book; it allows the reader to appreciate a time in
history known as the Cold War.
It was apparent to the CIA and the USAF at
the time that reports of UFOs all coincided with
the flying of the U2 test aircraft, known at the
time as Oxcart. One hypothesis that the author
has developed in regards to the seizure of ‘alien’
technology is that much of what has been seen
at Area 51 was actually captured after WW2
from secret aircraft facilities in Germany and
brought to the US for study, including a flying
disc designed by the German Horten brothers.
Later in the Cold War, a complete squadron
of captured Russian aircraft was tested at the
facility, many of which were captured, stolen or
obtained from Middle Eastern countries.
The conspiracy theories that arose at this
time include the filming of the lunar landings.
Ironically, the adjacent Groom Lake area is
where astronauts were trained for the walking
phase and received their ‘Ls’ driving the moon
buggies. Jacobsen spends some time reviewing
the allegations by former rocket engineer
William Kaysing, that started the lunar
conspiracy. Why does Area 51 get mentioned by
Kaysing? Because it is the most guarded facility
in the United States. According to Jacobsen,
President Clinton himself was refused access to
information in regards to the atomic testing at
the Groom Lake area simply because he and his
staff were not cleared.
There are many blogs that claim people lied
to Jacobsen and that her book itself is a work of
fiction, riddled with factual errors. Most reviews
of her book – except those published in the
mainstream press - are therefore negative.
So, can the book be recommended? I do
have concern with the author’s theory in regard
to so-called aliens located at Roswell being
retarded children developed from experiments
started in Nazi Germany and that the Roswell
UFO was an advance aircraft sent by Stalin to
cause the same public panic that occurred when
the 1938 radio show War of the Worlds was
broadcast. But the book can be recommended
for putting all of the claims about Area 51
in context, making the story interesting, and
providing support for those who believe that
nothing particularly spooky happened at the
facility.
- Reviewed by Geoff Cowan
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Back to the Garden
Paradise Lust: Searching for the Garden of Eden
By Brook Wilensky-Lanford
Grove Press, US$15.33

T
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he concept of Eden, of the
paradise we lost, seems an
almost universal idea, one that is
held by religions, of course, but
in metaphoric ways is also held by
societies and even individuals. The
idea that “things were better back
then” seems to be one that everyone
can tune into, and there is no further
“back then” story than that of Eden.
The whole point of Eden is that
it is lost, and until some cosmic
supernatural action happens, we are
never going to find it again. That does
not keep people from trying. Oh,
we are all working to get as much
paradise for ourselves as we can, but
there were also literal searches for
Eden, and even in modern times there are those
who have searched and who have found it..
They are the subject of Paradise Lust: Searching
for the Garden of Eden. This is the author’s first
book, and it is a delight, a witty review of the efforts
of cranks, preachers, professional archeologists,
armchair theoreticians and others who have all
insisted they have found the historic Eden. They are
all serious, and if you could get them all together
in a room, each would insist that he has all the
evidence on his side and all the others are at best
misguided and at worst frauds; there is little
agreement about the found Edens here. That
makes their efforts funnier, and also sadly Quixotic.
All of the fourteen chapters here start with
“In the beginning,” and everything began with
those verses in the second chapter of Genesis,
a description (Wilensky-Lanford calls it
“maddeningly terse”) of the geographical location
of Eden. “A river flows out of Eden,” it begins, “to
water the garden, and from there it divides and
becomes four branches.” It names the branches,
and it would seem that all you’d have to do is find
the four branches and bingo. It is easy, indeed,
to find the Tigris and Euphrates; they run from
Turkey through Iraq and into the Persian Gulf.
There are those who say, however, that today’s
Tigris and Euphrates are not the Edenic ones. And
then there are the branches Gihon and Pishon,
and no one knows for sure (except for some of

the discoverers profiled here) where those were.
Josephus said they were the Nile and the Ganges,
respectively, but others might fit them to be the
Thames or the Rhône. Augustine allowed that
the rivers might be metaphorical, but leaned to
the idea that they were as real as Eden, and Eden
had to be real. Christopher Columbus was sure
the regions upriver in what is now Venezuela
had those four rivers, but he was apprehensive of
actually trying to reach them. Emperor Wilhelm
II, the “Kaiser Bill” who led Germany in WWI,
weighed in on their locale as divined by one of his
subjects studying Assyriology. Mostly, however,
the seekers after Eden have had little influence,
but this lack is no measure of their fervor.
Take, for instance, William Warren, who
congratulated himself on his own courage for
divulging publicly his revelations that Eden was
at the North Pole and had been inhabited by
giants who lived for hundreds of years. Warren
was not stupid. He was the first president of
Boston University and a Methodist minister.
In 1885, his book Paradise Found! The Cradle of
the Human Race at the North Pole revealed that
the rivers watering Eden had been rivers only
metaphorically, but were actually simple rain; this
shows how elastic readings of Genesis might be
for some of these seekers. His book was reprinted
many times, and he hoped that it would inspire
polar exploration, although he warned that visitors
to the region would find only frozen wastes
covering “the buried and desolated hearthstone of
Humanity’s earliest and loveliest home”.
The Reverend Edmund Landon West found
Eden closer to his home in Ohio. A member of the
German Baptist Church, the sort of organisation
that would argue among themselves about whether
a lightning rod protected against nature or thwarted
the will of God, he was sure that the Serpent
Mound in Adams County marked the spot. The
builders of the mound, shaped like a coiled 1300
foot snake, he believed to have been the first people
in America, direct descendants of Adam and Eve.
Indians, who most people think built the mound,
in West’s view only came after Noah’s Flood, and
had no connections to the real mound-builders.
For real traditionalists, there is the little town of
Qurna at the junction of the (current) Tigris and
Euphrates, an oil-rich region which was engaged by
the British in the first part of the twentieth century.
It has “since time immemorial” had a tree of some
sort within it, and it wasn’t a bad thing for the
little town to promote this as the original Tree of
Knowledge. In 1946 the Times of London reported
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that the tree had died, and speculated, “Doubtless
concerned for the continuity of knowledge, the
enterprising local authorities have planted a new
one.” The tree is still there, in a little park made of
cement. It is dead.
There are plenty of Edens here. A staunch
Republican found one in Florida, where he
argued that the serpent was really a commie or
some supporter of the welfare state. The authors
of ww, a text revealed to believers in Chicago
over thirty years starting in the mid-1920s, said
that aliens had created Eden near Crete before
planting Adam and Eve there. You can expect that
the Mormons would have their own peculiar take
on the issue; as the author says, “having a frying
pan from the same era as the founding prophet
of your religion … makes belief complicated.”
Joseph Smith thought that paradise was in
Independence, Missouri, and there the Mormons
were, but they were chased out and wound up
in Utah, losing paradise as everyone seems to do.
Eden is in the Mongolian Desert, too, and in

Berlin, and in Sri Lanka, and lots of other places.
Wilensky-Lanford winds up going to the
Creation Museum in northern Kentucky, where
she finds that it is strident about its theme that
Earth is less than 10,000 years old and that Adam
and Eve frolicked with dinosaurs something like
Fred and Wilma Flintstone did. The museum is
sure they did this in Eden, but has no information
on where that Eden was. That’s a smart move
on the creationists’ part. Eden is a legend; it was
in human lore before the Bible was written and
it will be part of human longing for as long as
humans can long. The amusement in this funny
and informative book comes from learning about
those with enough faith to find Eden in Iraq, or
Missouri, the North Pole, or elsewhere. They are
so sincere, and sure they are right, and not a one
of them seems to understand that the human
meaning and importance of the legend is not at
all tied to any historic placement upon the globe.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy

It was dark, too dark, boyo
The Day Aberystwyth Stood Still
By Malcolm Price
Bloomsberry, UK£7.07

T

he Day Aberystwyth Stood Still by Malcolm
Pryce is the sixth in a series by this author,
the titles of all of which contain the name
Aberystwyth, the setting of the stories. But it isn’t
quite the Aberystwyth that citizens
of Wales would recognise as the quiet
university town on the West coast.
Rather it exists in a parallel universe,
where the town is transformed into a
simulacrum of Chicago in the 1920s.
Mean streets exist aplenty, but
these ones bear names that only the
Welsh could pronounce with aplomb.
Crime and corruption is rife in a town
where mayoral elections are settled by
attempting flight as a human cannon
ball and a fight in a pub car park.
The books are parodies of what is
now known as ‘noir’ fiction but which,
in less pretentious times, we knew as the
‘hard-boiled’ school. The protagonist,
Louie Knight, a worthy successor to

Sam Spade or Phillip Marlowe, is the only private
eye in Aberystwyth, with the mandatory bottle of
hard liquor in his desk drawer. But he is different in
that he draws much of his inspiration from hanging
around a beach-side ice cream kiosk, operated by
the amateur philosopher Sospan.
In fact, most of the people he encounters seem
to be amateur philosophers, even his Dad, an
ex-policeman but now the man in charge of the
donkey rides on the beach and who bears the
soubriquet Eeeyore.
The plots, involving assorted New Age and post
modern conceits, reveal Louie to be an archetypal
skeptic, always appealing to reason and evidence
to solve the mysteries, and he’s usually proved
right. In the current book, the plot revolves around
UFOs and alien abductions, wherein all the usual
cliches are trotted out including references to the
Barney and Betty Hill case, Roswell, mysterious
Men in Black and abductions of farmers for sexual
experiments.
In the end the crimes are solved by the hard
graft of collecting evidence, with lots of fun along
the way. Malcolm Pryce is an author worth the
trouble if you enjoy crime fiction and a few laughs.
- Reviewed by Barry Williams
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The cycle of life

MOTOR
The ideomotor effect is a psychological phenomenon wherein a subject makes
motions unconsciously. As in reflexive responses
to pain, the body sometimes reacts reflexively to
ideas alone without the person consciously deciding to
take action. For instance, tears are produced by the body
unconsciously in reaction to powerful emotions. Many
subjects are unconvinced that their actions are originating
solely from within themselves. Some have attributed this
motion to paranormal or supernatural force. Examples of
activity that have also been attributed to the effect of this
phenomenon include dowsing, facilitated communication, Ouija boards and automatic writing.

Psychics – writers – psychologists imbibers. And so it goes, the almost
inevitable realisation that all knowledge
is connected and connectable.
CARPENTER
Carpenter (1813 –1885) was
instrumental in the early stages of
the unified University of London. His
father was an important Unitarian preacher,
from whom Carpenter inherited a belief in the
essential lawfulness of the creation: that natural
causes were the explanation of the world as we find
it. Carpenter is considered one of the founders of the
modern theory of the adaptive unconscious, a set of
mental processes influencing judgment and decision
making, in a way that is inaccessible to introspective
awareness. In 1852 he published a scientific paper
on the means through which the Ouija board
produced its results. In the paper, he explained
his theory that muscular movement can
be independent of conscious desires or
emotions, and coined the term
“ideomotor effect” to
explain it.

Benjamin
Carpenter,
friend of
invertebrate
animals and
inveterate
drunks.
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What goes a
BOOZER

Throughout his career, Skinner insisted
that psychology should be a scientific, empiricallydriven discipline, devoted to the collection of massive
numbers of observations of behaviours and the stimuli that
bring them about. He was named AHA Humanist of the Year in
1972, and in 1987 published “A humanist alternative to Alcoholics
Anonymous’s Twelve Steps” (The Humanist, July/August 1987).
A different approach to alcoholism was promoted by William
Benjamin Carpenter, an English physician, invertebrate zoologist and physiologist. His most famous work is Use and
Abuse of Alcoholic Liquors (1853) which was one of
the first books to promote the fact that
alcoholism is a disease.
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WRITER
Automatic writing or psychography is writing
which the writer states to be produced from a subconscious and/or spiritual source without conscious awareness
of the content. George (Georgie) Hyde-Lees, the wife of William
Butler Yeats, claimed that she could write automatically. Psychology
professor Théodore Flournoy investigated the claim by 19th-century
medium Hélène Smith (Catherine Müller) that she did automatic writing
to convey messages from Mars in Martian language. Flournoy concluded
that her ‘Martian’ language had a strong resemblance to her native
language of French and that her automatic writing was “romances
of the subliminal imagination, derived largely from forgotten
sources (for example, books read as a child)” He
invented the term cryptomnesia to describe
this phenomenon.

B.F Skinner, studied rats,
pigeons and other
psychologists.

REMEMBERER
Cryptomnesia occurs when a forgotten
memory returns without it being recognised
as such by the subject, who believes it is something new and original. It is a memory bias whereby
a person may falsely recall generating a thought, an idea,
a song, or a joke, not deliberately engaging in plagiarism
but rather experiencing a memory as if it were a new
inspiration. It may be their own original but earlier idea
or something they have heard or read elsewhere. Carl
Gustav Jung treated the subject in his thesis On the
Psychology and Pathology of So-Called Occult Phenomena
(1902) and in an article, Cryptomnesia (1905).
SKINNER
Nietzsche, Byron, Robert Louis Stevenson,
Noted psychologist B.F. Skinner described
Helen Keller and George Harrison have
his own experience of cryptomnesia: “One of the
all ‘suffered’ cryptomnesia at
most disheartening experiences of old age is discovering
some stage.
that a point you just made - so significant, so beautifully
expressed - was made by you in something you published long
ago.” Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1904–1990) was an American
behaviourist, author, inventor, social philosopher, poet, and
Professor of Psychology at Harvard University from 1958
until his retirement in 1974. Skinner invented the operant
conditioning chamber used in laboratory experiments to
test for learned behaviour, as in rats pressing a button
The Martian alphabet - considerate
for food. In a June 2002 survey, Skinner was listed
that they used our letter structure.
as the most influential psychologist of the
20th century.

s around ...

Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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Science & non-science
In which are discussed climate change (again), the
IPCC, teenagers, experts and three-legged stools
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espite the claims of some politicians and
journalists that “the science on climate
change is settled” and that a carbon tax or
emissions trading scheme will somehow enable
us to “tackle climate change”, the atmosphere
and oceans stubbornly refuse to warm as the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) computer models command.
If anyone still regards the IPCC as the ‘gold
standard’ of climate science, I recommend they
read Donna Laframboise’s expose of the IPCC
in her book: The Delinquent Teenager Who was
Mistaken for the World’s Top Climate Expert (2011,
Ivy Avenue Press, ISBN: 978-1-894984-06-5).
Laframboise is a Canadian investigative
journalist who has spent two years doing what
the world’s media, science societies, skeptics and
scientists should have accomplished long before
now. She has investigated the IPCC’s claims that
it is a rigorous, impartial scientific body which
draws on the expertise of the world’s top climate
experts “to assess the scientific, technical and
socio-economic information relevant for the
understanding of the risk of human-induced
climate change.”
In her relatively brief, very readable and
meticulously referenced account we see that the
IPCC never bothered to find out if there was
evidence of humaninduced climate
change. Rather, it
quickly moved to the
premise that global
warming is increasing
at an alarming rate
and that there is a
significant humaninduced influence.
Laframboise shows how the IPCC is a
thoroughly political and ideological body,
deliberately selecting literature which supports
its alarmist catastrophic anthropogenic global
warming (CAGW) view. In fact, many of the
IPCC’s key personnel, including chairman
Rajendra Pachauri, have openly declared their
beliefs that western society should be moved
away from consumerism via de-industrialisation.
One of Laframboise’s many links takes us
to a typical Pachauri quote which reveals his
personal agenda: “We have been so drunk with

this desire to produce and consume more and
more whatever the cost to the environment that
we’re on a totally unsustainable path,” he says. “I
am not going to rest easy until I have articulated
in every possible forum the need to bring about
major structural changes in economic growth
and development. That’s the real issue. Climate
change is just a part of it.”
Ottmar Edenhofer, a leading member of the
IPCC, co-chair of the IPCC’s Working Group
III, and a lead author of the IPCC’s Fourth
Assessment Report (2007) made clear the UN’s
position: “The climate summit in Cancun ... is
not a climate conference, but one of the largest
economic conferences since the Second World
War.”
He described what the UN intentions are:
“We redistribute de facto the world’s wealth by
climate policy.”
We are told by the IPCC’s chairman that:
“The IPCC is a totally transparent organization
... Whatever we do is available for scrutiny at
every stage.” In fact, IPCC authors are chosen
via a secretive process. Nominations are received
from governments but the identity of nominees
is not revealed and neither are the selection
criteria. When final selection is made, only the
author’s country of origin is provided. So much
for transparency.
We learn how the IPCC uses lead authors
who are not the best climate scientists at
all but, in some cases, graduate students or
environmental activists. Laframboise clearly
shows how the IPCC has been infiltrated by
NGOs such as Greenpeace and the World
Wildlife Fund and she is not reluctant to provide
us with names. We are told that five out of 10
contributors to one chapter have a documented
link with the WWF, a group known for its
climate alarmism.
The non-scientist chairman of the IPCC,
Rajendra Pachauri, has often argued loudly and
publicly that the IPCC only draws upon peerreviewed, published literature. This is clearly
not the case. In the 2007 IPCC report, more
than 5000 references (over one third) came from
questionable sources such as newspaper and
magazine articles, unpublished student theses,
Greenpeace and WWF documents, and press
releases.
The IPCC had 26 references, in 12 chapters,
to the non-peer reviewed UK Stern Review
which was heavily criticised by experts because of
its unsubstantiated alarmism and assumptions.
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Laframboise interviewed environmental law
expert Jason Johnston who said: “On virtually
every major issue in climate change
science, IPCC reports systematically
conceal or minimize what appear to be
fundamental scientific uncertainties.”
Economist Richard Tol pointed
out how, in one chapter of the 2007
report, IPCC authors had ignored
findings from peer-reviewed studies
but had cited non-peer-reviewed
material to make the opposite case.
In other chapters we see how the
IPCC has systematically ignored experts who
have shown there is no link between global
warming and hurricane activity, sea level rise
or insect-borne disease. In other areas, such
as paleoclimate, drought, fire-risk, coastal
flooding, glaciers, urban heat islands, ocean
acidification, species extinction and coral reefs,
less alarmist, peer-reviewed inputs from some of
the world’s leading experts have been ignored or
marginalised.
There is evidence that IPCC reviewers do
not check the underlying data in papers they
choose to use. Dr Phil Jones, a key contributor
to the IPCC, admitted that peer-reviewers never
asked to examine any raw data he submitted for
publication. In fact, one IPCC reviewer who
requested raw data from another submitted
paper was refused and told his services as a
reviewer might not be required in the future
should he persist with his request.
IPCC chapter authors were able to emphasise
their own work at the expense of other, more
even-handed inputs. If a reviewer is critical
of a lead author’s summary, lead authors can
(and do) simply reject the criticism. There is no
provision for having an independent referee.
Laframboise’s book is a devastating and
readily-verifiable critique of the IPCC process.
She gives a fascinating account of how the
Nobel Peace Prize-winning United Nations
IPCC has been a powerful advocate for global
de-industrialisation and the redistribution of
trillions of dollars from developed countries. All
without a shred of empirical evidence in support
of CAGW. She concludes that the IPCC and its
“moral midgets” represent a corrupted scientific
process which has brought shame to science and
should be disbanded. It has survived so long
because the media has been derelict in its duties.
Laframboise says: “Journalists are supposed
to be sceptical. They aren’t supposed to take
anyone’s word for anything. They’re supposed to
dig, and question, and challenge.”
She goes on to say: “I’ve given up expecting

the IPCC to demonstrate any sort of
professionalism or accountability. I think the
internal culture there is so rotten, the situation is
quite hopeless.”
This book should be read by every scientist,
journalist, politician and skeptic who has ever
trusted, without question, the authority of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

... Postscript:
Readers may recall the article by Ian Bryce in
The Skeptic 25:4, p53, in which he suggested a
three-legged stool test for assessing any claims
of a paranormal or pseudoscientific nature. We
need to ask three simple questions. If the claim
fails any one test then, like a three-legged stool
with a leg missing, it falls over. The required
backing is not there.
Let’s apply the three-legged stool test to the
IPCC’s claim of catastrophic anthropogenic
global warming.
1. Is there a scientific theory that makes the
claimed effect possible?
In science, there is nothing more practical
than a good theory since theories give us
predictive ability. Since the climate system is
non-linear, chaotic and poorly understood,
we are not yet in a position to develop a
theory of climate change. Consequently,
we cannot make predictions about future
climate, including global temperatures 100
years from now.
2. Is there real evidence that the effect actually
exists?
There is no empirical evidence which links
global temperature change with either
atmospheric carbon dioxide levels over the
last 500 million years or recent human
emissions of carbon dioxide.
3. Does the claimant’s track record establish their
credibility?
Donna Laframboise may well have answered
that question already.
John Happs
Sorrento WA
Dr Happs is president of the WA Skeptics. Now retired, his
academic background is in the geosciences and he has lectured at
several universities in Australia and the USA.

See Ian Bryce’s response overleaf.
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Ian Bryce responds:
[Editor’s note: Though we would normally wait until the next issue
for correspondents to respond to others’ letters or Forum pieces,
because Dr Happs refers specifically to Ian Bryce’s three-legged stool
concept as part of his argument (rather than as a comment), we
thought it reasonable to allow Mr Bryce to respond directly.]

R

egarding my three-legged stool test, John is
mistaken on every point. All three legs are
quite solid.
1. Is there a scientific theory that makes the claimed
effect possible?
Yes - the theory was put forward by Arrhenius in
1896, and for 115 years has withstood every test.
In summary, the earth receives visible (and near
visible) radiation from the sun. This energy raises
the temperature of the solid and liquid surface,
which thus re-radiates the energy as thermal
infrared. Most of this returns to space, but some is
trapped by greenhouse gasses including water and
CO2. Mankind’s burning of coal and oil releases
copious CO2. It follows that, if other things
remain equal, man’s activities warm the planet. I
teach this in university, and the theory certainly
makes the effect possible.
What about other things varying in response
to the rising temperature? Engineers learn that
positive feedback increases the primary response,
and negative feedback reduces it. There is no
possible feedback which can reduce the effect to
zero, or reverse it.
What about other effects of man’s activity? No
other mechanism has been put forward which is
as large in magnitude as the warming due to CO2.
So by theory alone, manmade warming is highly
probable.
John complains that the climate system is
nonlinear (ie the response graph is curved).
Engineers learn that any smooth curve can be
approximated by a straight line over a certain
range, and the analysis will remain valid – see
linearization in wiki.
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As for the system being chaotic, this also does not
detract from the validity. It means that as longer
averaging periods become available, the chaotic
noise reduces.
2. Is there real evidence that the effect actually exists?
I acknowledge that the temperature charts often
presented contain a lot of noise, and thus there
are falling portions which deniers love to point
out, while scientists see the general warming
trend. See the left-hand chart below.
However, more recently we have clearer data,
in the form of gravity measurements from
satellites (Grace for example). The right-hand
chart below shows the mass of ice on Greenland
cycling by season, and reducing every year. There
is negligible noise, chaos, or opportunity for
deniers to pick segments bucking the trend.
3. Does the claimant’s track record establish their
credibility?
The IPCC collates the findings of hundreds of
independent scientists doing their work around
the world. Scientists are human, and have
human limitations. The sheer volume of work
done suggests that the total shoddiness would be
larger than in smaller fields.
There is evidently not enough shoddy work to
satisfy deniers, who generally cannot find enough
to fill their book, and turn to inventing misdeeds
and misinterpreting frank chit-chat.
Application of the usual checks, balances and
peer reviews has ensured that the vast majority of
the IPCC correspondence and findings survive
this scrutiny.
Thus, all three legs of the stool are quite solid,
which indicates that man-made climate change
remains highly probable.
Ian Bryce
Rozelle, NSW
Ian Bryce is an aerospace engineer, currently working with the
Australian Space Research Institute. He is also vice-president of
the Secular Party of Australia, and sits on the committees of the
Humanist Society, Sydney Atheists and Australian Skeptics.
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Cultures & caves
In which are discussed Dales, Birches, atheists,
skeptics but not grumpies.

I

read the papers by Helen Dale and Elliot Birch
(Skeptic 30:3, pp 42 and 35 respectively) with
a good deal of interest. In both cases I agreed
with most of what was said, but find that I have
problems with key points.
Let’s start with Helen Dale’s piece on “The
Two Cultures Redux”. I have two problems
with this. First, I don’t think that it is useful to
compare Snow’s Two Cultures with the issues
between skepticism and atheism. In Snow’s
characterisation, scientific and literary people do
not understand each other. Scientists say things
like “Well, I’ve read a bit of Dickens”, while
literary people can’t explain the second law of
thermodynamics. They really do belong to two
cultures, or at least two sub-cultures.
The relationship between atheism and
skepticism is quite different. Twice I have stood
at the podium at national Skeptics’ meetings
(Australia in 2009 and New Zealand earlier this
year) and asked the question “How many of you
would describe yourselves as atheists?” Each time,
about 90 per cent of the assembled skeptics raised
their hands. The result is not conclusive, of course,
but it suggests that we are not dealing with two
mutually non-comprehending cultures. Instead, we
have two overlapping movements, and are trying
to work out the relationship between them.
My other problem is at the end of Helen’s
paper, where she concludes that
“skepticism is a cast of mind”.
Well yes, it is that, but it is a good
deal more. It is a movement which
seeks to bring certain intellectual
perspectives to certain types of claim.
So what should skepticism, as a
movement, do about atheism? And
vice versa.
Helen is right, I think, to point to
“an intellectual division of labour”.
Skeptic and atheist organisations exist
side by side in many areas. For me,
the key issue is, should they merge
or should they remain separate?
Daniel Loxton has pointed to a key
argument: skeptics specialise in testing
paranormal claims, and we are the
only people who do so. If we don’t do
it, he asks, who will?
Who else specialises in showing up

the quacks, the fake psychics and the bogus faith
healers? From Loxton’s viewpoint, skepticism is
essentially a form of consumer protection, and if
skeptics back away from doing it, there is no-one
else.
Helen comments that “Skeptics are foolish if
they attempt to fence off their skepticism from
making religious critiques.” I agree with that,
but disagree with her subsequent quote from
P.Z. Myers that “Atheism is an essential part of
skepticism.” My first reaction is that there are,
and have been, skeptics who are not atheists
(the late Martin Gardner and Dr Pamela Gay
for example) and there have been atheists who
were not skeptics (Stalin and Mao, for example).
Therefore it is not clear how one can be the
“heart” of the other. My second reaction is that
skeptics certainly have directed fierce attention
to religious claims, where they have been directly
testable. Randi has savaged faith healers on many
occasions, and the Australian Skeptics took
the lead in combating the creation scientists in
Queensland. As Helen herself points out, many
religious claims are not testable.
Helen also believes that neither skeptics nor
atheists should become part of some left-liberal
community. That is clearly true, though I think
that both movements, as minorities, have a strong
interest in an open, tolerant society where the acts
of comment and criticism are accepted. Leo Igwe
described some of the nasty things that can happen
where these freedoms are not accepted. It was even
worse in Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Russia.
Further, to be consistent, skeptics and atheists must
extend the same rights to other people, when they
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hold ideas which we do not accept.
My own views are probably fairly clear. I think
that skepticism has a focus, and plenty of work to
do, on issues which often do not concern atheists.
What’s more, it is important work: we need to
show up the quacks, the bogus psychics and the
religious fanatics who seek to undermine science.
We need all the help we can get. So we should
welcome anyone with a skeptical approach to any
topic. If they go off to churches or atheist clubs at
other times, this should not concern us.
My last point concerns Helen’s view that
skepticism can also be directed at political claims.
The problem is that political claims are mostly
neither paranormal nor pseudoscientific, which
is how the Australian Skeptics define their targets
(probably Marxism-Leninism and National
Socialism could qualify as pseudo-scientific). As a
result, we would find ourselves plunging into the
whirlpool of political argument, and I’m not at all
sure we belong there.
Elliot Birch hails the new social media, and
points out some cases in which they have helped
skepticism. Excellent. He wants me to come out
of my cave and try them. Well, I don’t really think
I’m in a cave. I teach about 300 students per year,
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of whom about 50 are doing my skepticism course.
I also get around a bit: last year I was invited to
Canberra, this year to New Zealand. Before that,
I attended skeptical events in the US and UK. My
problem is something Elliot knows about: so much
of the new social media is “trivial or inane”. Put
brutally, a lot of it is a waste of time.
Now I am 63 years old, and a bloke with a
scythe may soon come looking for me. When
I read something, I want a fair bit of assurance
that it’s not going to waste my remaining time.
Skeptical magazines have been edited by people
like Tim Mendham or Ben Radford, so I know
that what’s inside is going to be of decent quality.
I read blogs by people like Loxton, Radford
or Sturgess, because they almost always have
something worthwhile to say. With much of the
rest ... well, a cave starts to look like a good idea.
Please don’t regard this as the complaint of
an apprentice old grumpy. In my view, it’s a
fundamental and difficult problem with all these
new media: quality control. I have no idea what to
do about it. Does Elliot, or any of his colleagues?
Martin Bridgstock
Griffith Uni QLD
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What you think ...
Matters that
Still Matter

I

n part answer to Bill Smalley
(The Skeptic, 31:3, p60), my
understanding is that matter and
mass are different, because matter
is absolute, mass is relative. From
Einstein’s Special Relativity, if one body
is moving relative to another, then
its mass is increased. From Einstein’s
General Relativity, if a body is moved
out of a gravitational field, then its
mass decreases relative to one still
within the field. If you take a body
with a mass of 1kg on the surface of
the Earth and put it into Earth orbit,
moving it slightly out of the Earth’s
gravitational field, then its mass is
slightly less than 1kg, in addition to the
obvious fact that it also is weightless.
And a clock attached to it also ‘ticks’
more slowly.
Brian a’B Marsh, in Big Bang
Skepticism (p62), is confusing the
Big Bang with an actual explosion
happening 13.7 billion years ago at a
discrete point in an infinity of preexisting space.
The actual situation is that space
itself is expanding, taking matter
(and light is matter too) with it. The
visible Universe has a radius of 13.7
billion light years, because in the 13.7
billion years since the Big Bang, space
has expanded that much, and light
from the farthest point we can see,
the cosmic microwave background
radiation, is only just reaching us.
As the Universe continues to
expand, we’ll still see the CBR, but its
temperature will continue to drop and
its wavelength increase.
The visible Universe currently has
a radius of 46 billion light years, but
that’s only what we can see. The actual
size of the Universe could be thousands
of times larger. It could be actually
infinite in size (eternal inflation posits
a Universe infinite in size but finite in
duration).

There was never a singularity,
although the Universe did start very
small with a tremendous burst of
inflation. Every point in the Universe,
seen and unseen, started within that
initial ‘nugget’, so every point in the
Universe appears to be at the centre of
its own visible Universe.
Wayne Robinson
Kingsley, WA

B

ill Smalley asked about the
units I used in the formula for
gravitational energy. I had used some
abbreviations such as making Newton’s
Constant G unity. The full formula
would be:
Eg = K – G m1 m2 / r
where K is the arbitrary constant under
discussion, the two m’s are the masses,
and r is the distance between them.
Previous writers proposed choosing
K so that the energy is zero when the
two bodies touch, and the energy
is positive for any real separation. I
argued that K should be zero so that
the energy is zero at infinity, and
otherwise negative.
The aim was to explore the idea that
matter (or even a universe) could be
created without any input of energy
– the so-called free lunch. However,
this can only apply if the laws before
and outside the creation event were the
same as we measure here today.
Some light was shed at a recent
church conference where it was claimed
God created the universe such that
stars would form and life would evolve
as we see them today. I presented a
cartoon from New Scientist, depicting
God, hands over his ears, running from
a firework labelled “Big Bang – light
fuse, stand clear”. The fuse is lit. This
reflected the idea under discussion, and
while it is whimsical, it raises some real
questions:
1: When did God do this? (or when
did the Big Bang happen?)
According to Stephen Hawking,

time in our universe began at the Big
Bang, so how could the big bang’s
cause occur at any ‘time’? A popular
hypothesis is that a different sort of
time operated then, in a different
magisterium. It might still be running,
in parallel with our own time, but we
have no access to it.
2. Where did God run to, to ‘stand
clear’? (or where does the causative
agent now lie?)
The Big Bang filled our entire
universe, so there is no place we know
of where the cause could have survived.
The hypothesis is that the cause of
our universe existed in the separate
magisterium, outside our own. There,
‘federal’ laws of physics apply, different
from our own, and possibly simpler.
This magisterium might have always
existed, and might still exist (but we
have no access to it).
From time to time, new universes
(‘states’) possibly bubble out of this
federal zone, each with their own laws
of physics (‘state laws’). There could
be many such universes, with different
laws.
This also suggests a scientific
explanation to the anthropic paradox,
why our laws of physics seem tuned to
permitting life – there may be other
universes where life is not possible, but
there is no one present to lament.
Similar big questions are discussed in
The Grand Design by Stephen Hawking
and Leonard Mlodinow.
Ian Bryce
Rozelle, NSW

M

e too, Brian a’B Marsh, am
an astronomical skeptic (The
Skeptic, 31:3, p62),but as we say,
“A little knowledge is a dangerous
thing”. Moreover, my skepticism is
more astronomical than yours (more
dangerous?).
The mathematical physics I
will leave to your other, more
mathematical, detractors. The speed of
light being, apparently (as it appears to
us)the same no matter the speed of the
light-giving object in relation to the
observing light-receiving subject, or
so the story goes.
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The Earth, as part of the expanding
universe, has also been travelling in
the expanding universe, right from
the start, if not right from the start
in its present configuration. It has
been moving in relation to the other
objects in the expanding universe.
Everything has been on the move
since the mythical Big Bang. It is of no
consequence, since the speed of light
is always the same, from the observer’s
perspective.
What is not usually admitted by
modern scientists is the possibility that
the Big Bang was a Gang Bang. This
scenario would evaporate some logical
inconsistencies, but is not in itself
inconsistent with the singularity theory.
Just remember that everything is One,
and everything has been One all along.
Although quantum physics does not
as yet a modern scientific continuum
with astronomical physics make, it
does explain some conundrums which
astronomical physicists have been
ineffectually plastering over.
There has never been a beginning of
manifest reality. It was ever thus.
Quantum physics shows that
manifest reality is very fine, and the
deeper you go, the finer it gets. It has a
continuous connection with that from
which manifest reality appears, which,
for want of a better description, we will
call The Void.
It is only time and space which
comes in measurable quanta, and
which can be observed, whereby, by
the “act” of observation, the physical
manifestation is said to come into
existence.
There is a bit of a fog around the
concept that, without observer, there
is nothing to observe. Scientists like to
play around a bit. They are playing for
time - Time is money. (Just imagine
if the scientific community were to
expose the truth here and now. They
would all be out of their well-rewarded
jobs.)
So the so-called Big Bang was not a
beginning, only the beginning of yet

another expansion of manifest physical
matter - from the finest to the grossest
- in manifest space-time. Space-time
itself, both quantum and astronomical
physics allow, has a period of abeyance,
a period of non-time/space. This is
as it was before the beginning of the
(re)expansion of manifest physical
matter as it is between time-space
manifestation all the ... ah ... ‘time’,
ie between every quantum moment.
Since, when time-space is in abeyance,
there is neither space nor time, eternity
(time/spacelessness) is there for the
experiencing and observing (almost)
continuously, from our human
perspective, but intermittently, between
quantum moments, for the enlightened
ones.
The Gang Bang, inter alia, need not
have happened all at once. Creation of
matter is continuous (from the human
observer perspective) anyway. In every
atom there is regular (re)creation, every
quantum moment. In every Universe
there is regular creation of new matter.
As to the extra gravity not accounted
for, we have not yet observed all there
is to observe.
Jacob Jonker
Hobart, TAS

B

rian a’B Marsh’s argument looks
like ‘common sense’.
Unfortunately the universe doesn’t
behave in a ‘common sense’ way physicists suspected this from the start
of the last century (eg Einstein, Planck),
astronomers confirmed it (eg Hubble).
The Big Bang theory is an
application of relativity and quantum
mechanics, probably the most
successful scientific theories ever in
terms of prediction, explanation and
application.
Two day-to-day examples: GPS
wouldn’t work if relativity was wrong.
The charge coupled devices in a digital
camera that capture the image wouldn’t
work if quantum mechanics was
wrong.
One element missing from his
argument is this: space expands. The
current value for the Hubble constant

is 73.8 +/-2.4km/s/megaparsec. The
universe is expanding at an accelerating
rate. The further away you go, the
faster the expansion.
Relativity doesn’t prohibit space
expanding faster than the speed of
light. This occurred early in the history
of the universe (inflation).
It invalidates Brian’s round trip
argument.
More importantly, astronomers have
observed the remnants of the Big Bang.
The cosmic microwave background
(CMB) predicted in the 1940s,
observed in 1964, and mapped in
increasing detail ever since is the
remnant glow.
The minute irregularities in the
CMB are consistent with small
variations in thermal energy calculable
with quantum mechanics.
Something very small became
something very big - the observable
universe.
The large-scale structure of the
universe - how galactic clusters
are distributed - conforms to the
predictions of the theory.
The abundance of hydrogen and
helium and their isotopes in the
universe as predicted by Alpher,
Bethe and Gamow in 1948 has been
confirmed by repeated observation.
The age of the observable universe
- about 13.7 +/- 0.1 billion years - is
derived from the properties of the
CMB and the observed distribution
and make-up of matter.
The current ‘lambda-cold dark
matter’ model is the simplest way of
reconciling all the observational data,
and it requires the existence of oddities
like dark matter and energy.
The Universe we live in isn’t a
‘common sense’ place at the largest and
smallest scales.
Reputable scientists go with the
weight of evidence, and the hypotheses
or theories with maximal explanatory
power.
Question the claims, by all means but don’t forget to seek the evidence!
Bill Smalley
Maylands, WA
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Throwing Mud

T

he article “How Mud Sticks”
(The Skeptic, 31:3, p26) is a rapid
once-over of a complex topic and
should be regarded as marginal quality
for this journal.
To illustrate, we’ll use the topic of
global warming because most people
have heard about it. Whereas the
authors Ecker and Lewandowsky
distinguish a group of believers and a
group of non-believers (then cherrypick references justifying whom and
what should be believed), they fail
badly by refusing to note possibly the
most important group - those who
are studying the topic before closing
the chapter in their book of life. Our
authors have been suckered by the
“science is settled” jingoism, a trait they
will lose with the gaining of wisdom.
The science is not settled. That is why
we spend enormous sums each year to
design and implement new instruments,
often mounted on satellites, to get a
better understanding of the physics,
chemistry, geodesy and error envelopes
around all of the above. Some of the
more recent, probably better data
contradict earlier data and cause major
revision of the unsettled science of
climate change. There are reports of
such revisions about weekly if you know
where to look and why.
For example, despite the measured
CO2 in air at Mauna Loa continuing to
rise, estimates of global temperature are
unchanged since about 1996, to a high
degree of significance. This is especially
the case of temperatures measured by
satellites since 1978. The summary
statement that “the first decade of
the 21st century has been the hottest
on record” could have been made for
the decades beginning about 1670,
1720, 1820, 1905, 1940 and 1998
if the Central England temperature
reconstruction is accepted as accurate for
this purpose. So what? Natural variation
of global temperature defies predictive
explanation even today.
It is to be hoped that the progression
of all science will continue for the

foreseeable future, despite the current
influence of woefully poor quality
climate science and its contamination of
more rigorous science.
This progression typically proceeds
from a novel idea held by a ‘sceptic’,
who then does various acts to move
from the extreme position to the
mainly-accepted position. In Australia
we can cite examples like Prof S Warren
Carey and plate tectonics. Carey
declined an invitation to join the AAAS
because of thrown mud. We have
the Nobel Laureates Drs Marshall &
Warren, one of whom desperately drank
a dangerous potion to demonstrate
his ulcer hypothesis. There is Dr Allen
Christophers (older Australian Skeptics
will remember him) and Pam da Silva,
whose questioning of lead toxicity
remains with the jury out. There are
many more. The AAAS appears to have
no guidelines to allow passage of such
ideas. On global warming it simply does
the lazy act of believing the IPCC, with
almost as much dedication as the Chief
Scientist who has said some plainly silly
things recently.
The authors of “Mud Sticks”
should spend much more time on
people with intermediate positions
on scientific issues, because until you
understand how these people operate
and why, you don’t really understand
how science develops. All wisdom
does not reside in the Establishment.
Have a read of John P. A. Ioannidis
“Why Most Published Research Findings
Are False” at www.plosmedicine.org/
article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.
pmed.0020124
In that paper you will learn more
about the true sceptic and her/his value
to society.
Geoff Sherrington
Donvale, VIC

[Editor’s note: : For those interested
in a brief summation of John Ioannidis’
views, see The Skeptic, 30:4, p38, “The
Evidence is Wrong”.]

U

lrich Ecker and Stephan
Lewandowsky, psychologists at
the University of Western Australia, list
a number of political propositions that
historically turned out to be false.
They lead off with one from 10
years ago, namely the claim that in
2001, while barely offshore from Java, a
boatload of illegal economic immigrants
- oops: the authors’ word was in fact
“asylum-seekers” - threw children
overboard. Hmm. Couldn’t they find a
more recent, post Kevin-07, example of
politicians misreading their brief?
Drs Ecker and Lewandowsky
assert that “many” people “continue
to believe” such untruths. Oh really?
I cannot join them in thinking that
more than about 0.00001 per cent of
the earth’s now seven billion inhabitants
still believe - another of their examples
- that in 2003 Iraq had weapons of
mass destruction. Indeed this is not
just a poor example, but actually a bad
one. The issue was not whether with
hindsight Saddam’s Iraq possessed
WMDs but whether at the time there
was convincing evidence that it did.
A quick Google will show that among
those convinced that it did were W.
Clinton, H. Clinton, A. Gore, J. Kerry
and M. Allbright.
Not surprisingly, given their choice
of examples, our psychologisers quickly
move to finger the key offenders as
conservatives, (American) Republicans
and “free market ideologists”. Well of
course! Who else? Ya! Boo! Hiss!
Indeed it is even ‘worse’ than
our left-liberal professors [forgive my
tautology, MO’R] might well fear.
Among well-read conservatives, or
at least those who believe they are
well-read, many more than among
other population segments take the
‘wrong’ position on climate change,
at least in the USA. Aaron McCright’s
study, “Cool dudes: The denial of
climate change among conservative
white males in the United States”, was
published online in July and printed
in the October 2011 issue of Global
Environmental Change. He found that
conservative white men who self-report
a high understanding of global warming
- dubbed “confident” conservative males
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Throwing Mud
- are the most likely to doubt the reality
of human-induced global warming
(AGW). The study showed that 48.4
per cent of “confident” conservative
white males believe global warming
won’t happen, versus 8.6 per cent of
other adults.
The same point can be made the
other way around. In Australia women
aged under 30 living in the inner city
(where the proportion of conservatives
is small) are much more alarmed than
anyone else by the prospect of AGW*.
But, so what? True, a 25 year old chaidrinker from Newtown or Richmond,
without any personal exposure to the
long rhythms of drought, flood and fire,
will be more credulous in relation to the
anthropogeny of climate change; but
this does not affect the truth or falsity of
the doctrine.
Michael O’Rourke
Braddon ACT

*(a) Essential Media Survey 2010:
http://www.essentialmedia.com.
au/position-on-climate-change; (b)
Donnelly, D., Mercer, R., Dickson,
J., & Wu, E. (2009). Australia’s
Farming Future Final Market Research:
Understanding Behaviours, Attitudes,
and Preferences Relating to Climate
Change. Instinct & Reasons: Melbourne:
www.daff.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf.../
aus-farming-future-mrr.pdf.
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noted with interest efforts by
academic psychologists Ullrich
Ecker and Stephen Lewandowsky to
examine how false claims continue to be
repeated despite being comprehensively
refuted. But the authors marred their
argument by reference to the climate
debate, without realising some of the
complications.
In particular, they cited a statement
by geologist/climate scientist Adjunct
Professor Bob Carter that global
warming had stopped in 1998, and
contrasted that with a statement that

every science academy in the world
now considers anthropogenic global
warming a fact.
Both statements are, in fact,
more or less correct or at the very
least highly defensible, and they
do not contradict one another. For
the scientific establishment recently
officially conceded what Carter and
many others such as Prof Lindzen of
MIT have been saying for years – and
was obvious to anyone who could access
the publically available temperature
records – that global temperatures
have not gone anywhere much since
1998. The reference in the literature is
Reconciling anthropogenic climate change
with observed temperatures 1998-2008,
(Proceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences of the USA, July 19, 2011).
The paper, authored by global
warming stalwart Robert Kaufman,
a professor at Boston University, and
others including global warming die
hard Michael Mann, acknowledges the
temperature pause but attributes it to
cooling from a combination of sulfur
dioxide/aerosols from the Chinese
manufacturing sector and changes
in the sun, offsetting warming from
industrial gases during that period. The
ongoing warming from CO2 is expected
to win out over the sulfur. An earlier
acknowledgement that temperatures
were not behaving as predicted over
the short term is “Advancing decadalscale prediction in the North Atlantic
Sector”, Nature letters, 1 May 2008.
The paper by German-based scientist
Noel Keenlyside and others blamed
the pause on climate cycles and
forecast that temperatures will turn up
again in 2015. There have been other
acknowledgements.
It was undoubtedly the hottest
decade since the Medieval Warming
Period (global temperatures may have
been higher then, but that point is
strongly disputed). The problem is
that the forecast was for the world
to become hotter. Nor has anything
much happened since 2008. Short term
temperature variations are driven by the
El Nino/La Nina climate cycle. A La
Nina pulled temperatures down hard in
2009, but an El Nino pushed them up
in 2010 (prompting claims that it was

the hottest year), only for a La Nina to
yank them down again. Temperatures
have since recovered, albeit to well
below 2010 levels, with another La
Nina on the way.
Readers can make what they like
of the above explanations, but they
should now be able to see that the
ongoing grumbling about the scientific
orthodoxy is not driven by crankiness,
or a conspiracy, but by the simple
observation that measured temperatures
do not seem to be paying much
attention to the theory. The orthodoxy
is still very much alive and well, of
course, and not really contradicted
by any of the above. However, the
psychologists owe Bob Carter an
apology.
Mark Lawson
Hornsby Heights NSW

More Activism!

I

am often critical. Sometimes I also
think. But I hesitate to call myself
a critical thinker on the level that I
would wish.
I am very pleased with the more
positive aspects of Skepticism in Vol
31:3 of the magazine and especially The
Logical Place and Dr Steve Novella’s
article. These two articles give The
Average Blob like me some facts and
argumentative tools to counter a lot of
specious arguments from Fuzzy Thinkers.
It gives us a readable ‘geometry’ of
argumentation to put the skeptical case
against so many flimsily-argued issues; not
just those of water-divining and psychics,
but the even more serious issues of
medical skepticism and dodgy economic/
political ‘logic’, which can be more
dangerous to more people more often.
I would term it not just “The Magic
of Reality” as per Richard Dawkins, but
moreso the reality of the magic. Just
as Mythbusters shows the process and
‘engineering’ of testing dodgy myths and
old wives’ tales. So, rather than sneer at
the spoonbenders, we should be showing
just how the sleight-of-hand works to
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show that the reality behind the trick is
just as interesting as the trick itself.
More of this positive skepticism, please!
David Edwards
Dee Why, NSW

How to be the One

T

he body is a beautiful instrument.
To arrive at a belief, we have the
aid of our senses which help us to gather
evidence and that evidence is processed
by the brain. One of the features of this
system is that our beliefs are limited to
what is substantiated by the evidence
without diminishing our imagination
or our wonder of what we find. Other
systems not based on evidence may
arrive at any belief, including the
improbable, impossible or insane. In its
worst manifestation it can lead to the
horror of the belief in child witches.
On a lesser scale can be the delusion of
possessing psychic abilities.
Channel Seven has regurgitated
a piece of fluff called The One, a

search for Australia’s most gifted
psychic. It seems to be premised on
the unsubstantiated belief that psychic
abilities have been proven beyond
doubt. So much of the show is edited
with that in mind. Ergo they highlight
the positive ‘hits’ which occur as you
would expect them to occur consistent
with the laws of probability. Moreover,
to gloss over the all-too-often misses also
consistent with the laws of probability.
So far none of the contestants have
demonstrated anything much more
than the ability to spruik standard
cold reading patter and the mumbo
jumbo of their specific delusion such as
interpreting the energy from crystals.
Their embarrassment is palpable when
the contestants fail time after time. In
addition, the pro-psychic judge Stacey
Demarco manages to massage the most
nefarious connection (lucky guess) as
proof positive of psychic ability.
To be a psychic it seems only requires
you to be convinced you have psychic
abilities. With no further qualifications
necessary or proof of competency, you
can enter the lucrative psychic industry.
You may then inform, misinform,
guide, advise and in fact tell your clients
anything that your delusion convinces

CRYPTIC CROSSWORD SOLUTION

you of and they are willing to believe,
and to charge money for the charade.
What a shame television gives oxygen
to these baseless beliefs. Even worse, the
questioning mind is not assisted to the
obvious and correct conclusion. Richard
Saunders seems to be the only voice of
reason in a sea of BS but I doubt if his
common sense observations are going to
be sexy enough for the producers or the
target audience.
Tony Barnett
Oakdale, NSW

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. An amazing answer: Nobody knows, but the only
chance would have been in April 1913, when Stalin
was attending a conference of the Internationale in
Vienna, and there was this bloke selling paintings on
the streets ...
2. Yes, but they cannot do backstroke, and they would
have to swim like mad to avoid sinking.
3. Yes, but only monarchs could afford to have one.
4. The 100th epithet is not known to any man; it is,
however, known to camels. This may explain the
haughty expression worn by some of them.
5. About 5 pages too long ... no really, it is about eggs.
You can see more like this, every month and going back
some years, at www.skeptics.com.au/features/dr-bobs-quiz/
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
VICTORIA

NEW SOUTH WALES

Gippsland Skeptics – (formerly Sale Skeptics In The Pub)

Batemans Bay Skeptics in the Pub

Meets every second Friday in Sale and Morwell in
alternate months.
saleskepticsinthepub@hotmail.com or 0424 376 153
Facebook http://www.facebook.com/pages/GippslandSkeptics/172376579482915

Great Ocean Road Skeptics – (Geelong)

Meets on the last Wednesday of each month from 6pm, City
Quarter, Cunningham Pier East Geelong
Contact: Carolyn Coulson carolco@barwonhealth.org.au

Contact: Ken McLeod on 02 4473 6363
turlinja@internode.on.net.

TASMANIA

Launceston Skeptics
Skeptics in the Pub

Contact: Jin-oh Choi, 0408 271 800
info@launcestonskeptics.com

Melbourne Eastern Hills Skeptics in the Pub

Meets second Monday of each month at The Knox Club,
Wantirna South Vic.
Contact: Lucas Randall 0423141453
mehsitp@codenix.org
http://mehsitp.codenix.org

Melbourne Skeptics in the Pub

Meets on the fourth Monday of every month from 6 pm at the
Mt View Hotel in Richmond.
http://www.melbourneskeptics.com.au/skeptics-in-the-pub/

Mordi Skeptics in The Pub

Meets at 7.30pm on the first Tuesday of each month at the
Mordi Sporting Club. ($2 to cover website costs)
http://www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/

Peninsula Skeptics – (aka The Celestial Teapot)

Contacts: Graeme Hanigan 0438 359 600 or Tina Hunt 0416 156
945 or glannagalt@fastmail.fm
http://www.meetup.com/Teapot-Mornington-Peninsula/

NOTE: LISTINGS WELCOME

We invite listings for any Skeptical groups based on local rather than regional areas. Email us at editor@
skeptics.com.au with details of your organisation’s name, contact details and any regular functions, eg
Skeptics in the Pub, with time, day of the month, location etc. Because this is a quarterly journal and most
local groups meet monthly, it is unlikely we will be able to include references to specific speakers or events.
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