PAGE  
6

[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]



[image: image4.png]


[image: image5.bmp][image: image6.png]











 
   


                 

Some of you have been wondering what the hell has happened to the newsletter. As editor I suppose I could take some of the blame but on balance I think I’d rather blame everyone else. Meanwhile so as not to keep you wondering anymore here it is. As you can probably tell this is a slightly thinner volume than usual, the problem being that there wasn’t that much to put in it and it took so long that previous news items had passed into history by the time enough material had been gathered up.  It would be so very nice it some of you could contribute something now and again…. please…. pretty please with sugar on top.

The Challenge
Well the first ASKE Challenge is over and needless to say no one stepped forward. Well no one credible anyway. I was persistently hounded by one person a Mr. Eric Hyndrickx. His very first email is faithfully reproduced below. The subject title was ‘Challenge Winner’.

Mr, ERIC HEYNDRICKX

i write to you for claiming the price of 3000 you

promise for anyone who can demonstrate a paranormal

thing.

i hope a quicly answer from you.

Sincerely,eric heyndrickx

I replied pointing out that he had not actually applied therefore is was a bit premature to be claiming the prize money. I was rewarded with the following;

mr,

If i send you your notoried form,will you pay to me

my  money?and please stop irony,hypocrisie,lying

why are you lying?
I’m sure you get the general idea. I said I would make no further communication until his completed form arrived. Of course it didn’t but nevertheless the trend continued with;

mr,

Now you did it and know the truth,what are you waiting

for assume your challenge???

i waiting for a quickly answer.

Further silence from me produced a final email;

MR, ERIC HEYNDRICKX

I AM STILL WAITING FOR A POSITIVE ANSWER REGARDING YOUR 

AWARD OF 2000 £ .

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ANSWER

The reward had gone up to £4,000 but I resisted the half price offer and held on to the cash. 

The next scheduled challenge is supposed to targeted at those who claim to speak with the dead. We are compiling a list of questions from those pledging money, the answers to which will be difficult if not impossible to determine without contacting the dead. The obvious criticism is that we will cheat and change the answers and so as to forestall this improbable accusation we decided to encrypt the answers (with more than a little help from Dave Rogers) and give them to someone for safe keeping. This ‘someone’ was preferably both well known by the public at large and impartial. This has been the main stumbling block as no one approachable springs readily to mind. Any ideas and/or more offers to bump up the prize money would be most welcome.

Yet another challenge?

Following the previous psychokinesis challenge I mooted the idea that we have a second permanent challenge regarding metal bending. The idea is that we would pledge a minimum of £1,000 each which would hopefully raise the prize money to a more tempting £10,000! 

The basic idea is that we would have a spoon (or other cutlery item) sealed in a glass box which claimants would have to bend using only their mental ‘powers’. This remarkable feat would have to be recorded on video (and witnessed) to count as winning the prize money. Now personally I think that a) this cannot be done and b) is as cheat proof as you can get. 

I suggested this challenge via the ASKE discussion group but interest was somewhat muted, I think only about 3 of us were willing. If however there is enough interest from the wider membership then maybe it can be resurrected. Please let me know if you are, at least hypothetically, interested. A picture of the said item could obviously be displayed on the website and would serve as a small irritation to those who make spurious claims about spoon bending abilities. Remember you will only need to supply a cheque if someone actually takes the challenge – and you can attend if you wish.



Mike Heap
The Czech Skeptics Club (SISYFOS) was the organiser of the 10th European Skeptics Congress in Prague this year (7.9.01 to 9.9.01), under the auspices of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, who provided the venue.  The setting was the beautiful and exciting city of Prague, ensuring that attending the congress was a memorable event.
 The Czech Skeptics Club (SISYFOS) was the organiser of the 10th European Skeptics Congress in Prague this year (7.9.01 to 9.9.01), under the auspices of the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, who provided the venue.  The setting was the beautiful and exciting city of Prague, ensuring that attending the congress was a memorable event.   

The programme committee was co-chaired by Cornelis de Jager and Jiří Heřt and the Chair and Vice Chair of the local organising committee were Jiří Grygar and Kamil Galuščák respectively.  The usual themes provided the topics for most of the paper presentations.  

The first session was entitled “The Paranormal Scene in Europe and began with a paper by Cornelis de Jager, entitled ‘Delightful delusions: The wisdom of folly’.  This paper will be reproduced in the impending issue of the Skeptical Intelligencer.  Speakers then described the paranormal and pseudoscientific scenes in Russia, Belarus, Germany and the Czech Republic.  A common discussion point was the implications of the collapse of communism in the former Eastern Block states.

The whole of Saturday was devoted to Alternative Medicine in Europe, with a contribution also from Barry Bernstein of Canada on why bogus medical therapies seem to work.  The final session was confined to Sunday morning and covered a miscellany of topics.  The most controversial paper was by Fred Singer of the USA (an atmospheric and space physicist and President, Science & Environmental Policy Project, University of Virginia).  Professor Singer presented evidence and arguments contradicting current ‘global warming’ and ‘greenhouse effect’ scares.  This provoked some heated (no more puns – Ed.) ripostes from the audience.  Jan Nienhuys of the Netherlands gave a paper on the theory of morphic resonance propounded by Rupert Sheldrake.  This focused on Sheldrake’s ideas about crystal formation and the speaker introduced us to ‘Gibbs free energy’.  Cornilis de Jager presented an interesting paper on ideas about the origin of the universe.  I was amazed to hear that the equivalent of the ‘Big Bang’ theory was espoused by one Basilides of Alexandria in the second century AD.  There was much discussion and consternation about a PhD in Sociology at La Sorbonne University, undertaken by an astrologist.  Finally, a paper entitled ‘Blind faith syndrome’ by the Czech MP Jan Zahradil will be reproduced in the next Skeptical Intelligencer.  
The next congress is to be organised by ASKE in London in September 2003, so are there any lessons to pick up from this congress.  As always, much useful discussion took place outside of the auditorium, during coffee and tea breaks and during formally and informally organised social events.  Some speakers were difficult to follow because of a combination of accent and the pace of their delivery.  In common with sceptics’ meetings generally, there was a sense of ‘preaching to the converted’.  In relation to this was an atmosphere of shared pessimism about how terrible it is that people are being so irrational.  Some of the few attenders from the UK and Ireland lamented the absence of a common bar in which to socialise at the end of the day.  

Notwithstanding these criticisms, our Czech colleagues should be congratulated for organising an enjoyable and informative congress.  If there is any ASKE member who would like information on any of the papers (such as contact details of speakers) I am happy to provide these.  (They will be published on the Web.)

The Meeting of the European Council of Skeptical Organisations

September 7, 2001, Prague

I have now been voted onto ECSO as an organiser of the next ECSO Congress.  I attended the above meeting.  Matters that arose that may be of interest to ASKE members are as follows:

· Chairman Cornelis de Jager welcomed the representatives and opened the meeting. He pointed out that the meeting had the widest European representation so far.
· The representative of AFIS (Association Francaise pour l´Information Scientifique), Monique Wonner, distributed a paper on AFIS and briefly described the organisation.  AFIS was accepted as a member unanimously.
· Currently, ECSO has 15 members with contributions as listed below.
· Martin Mahner presented plans for the Centre for Inquiry - Europe.  The Centre will take over the financial administration of ECSO from the Treasurer.  A new ECSO Directory will be published in early 2002, replacing the former annual reports.  The directory will be updated biannually, after the European Skeptics Congresses.  Finally, the Centre is planning on publishing a quarterly electronic newsletter so as to improve the communication among its members.  The Centre for Inquiry – Europe can be reached under cfi-europe@ecso.org or cfi-europe@gwup.org.  
· Cornelis de Jager reported on two European universities at which doctoral theses on astrology were prepared.  The first is Sorbonne University (Paris) where the famous French astrologer Elizabeth Teissier obtained a Doctorate in Sociology, although her thesis is essentially a defence of astrology.  Monique Wonner also gave a brief description of the case.  The second is the Vienna Business University where Manfred Zimmel was believed to be preparing a Doctorate in Business Astrology.  The University informed Prof. de Jager that, although Zimmel had submitted a proposal for a thesis, the faculty refused to accept him as a doctoral student owing to various methodical flaws in his proposal.
· Cornelis de Jager stated that he would no longer be available as Chairman of ECSO and proposed Amardeo Sarma as the new Chairman.  After a brief discussion, all the following were elected unanimously:
Chairman: Amardeo Sarma

Vice-Chairman: Jiří Grygar (uniting the functions of Treasurer and Secretary)

Organiser of the next Congress: Michael Heap

Other members of the Board: Cornelis de Jager, Tim Trachet, and Massimo Polidoro

ECSO members expressed their gratitude to Prof. de Jager for his long-time work for, and support of, ECSO.

Mike Heap has provided a copy of one of the opening addresses at the 10th European Skeptics Congress in Prague on September 9, 2001.  This is slightly edited to improve the style. 



Rudolf Zahradnik

Honorary President

The Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, Prague

Dear Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Let me begin my brief address by telling you what is a common denominator for all of us present here today.  I believe that it is an interest in the fate of mankind.  Is this interest really necessary?  I think so and I feel it very strongly. 

Now we have entered the first stage of the 21st century, serious worries concerning our civilization have been intensifying and can be divided into two groups.  The first group is related to certain negative aspects of public morale.  A really devastating influence is the fact that some people engaged in political life are contaminated by corruption and that lying is a component of their everyday practice.  Another bad feature is the enormous greediness for money on the part of some individuals: organized crime represents an extreme case.  Needless to say it is a tragedy when profit is the only criterion of success of newspapers or, in general, of the media.  Unfortunately even some activities, which served in the past to enhance positive moral qualities, like sports, are nowadays rather frequently by fraud, intended to guarantee success at any price.  Let me conclude this paragraph by mentioning a decline of religious feeling, the reduced influence of the Church and the increasing role of sects, some of which assume pathological characteristics. 

The second group of worries is connected with the confrontations between education and lack of education, between science and pseudo-science, and between rationalism and irrationalism These confrontations are underestimated by some people, and this could have really serious consequences.  The number of grave difficulties humankind will face during the 21st century is, undoubtedly, significant.  Let me illustrate this point by two instances: energy resources the supply and influence of new or resurgent bacterial, viral, and other types of disease. 

In the realm of energy we do commit a double-crime.  We burn fossil fuels, which should rather be considered as extremely valuable raw materials for the future of the chemical industry.  The damage caused by burning is irreversible and enormous.  Not only that: besides water carbon dioxide is also formed.  The greenhouse effect is fun only for some poorly educated politicians.  Nuclear and plasma physicists together with sophisticated engineers have a chance to make a real step forward in obtaining powerful new or improved energy resources.  Political demagoguery and semi-educated representatives of some ecological movements are of no use.  Remarkably enough, public radio and TV rather frequently prefer, when discussing these critical subjects, semi-educated amateurs rather than fully qualified scientists and engineers. 

A similar tendency is obvious in connection with health problems.  Unfortunately it is not accepted that scientific medicine will be able, with sufficient speed and efficiency, rapidly to overcome difficulties such as, for example steadily increasing allergy problems and tumours; always needlessly having to speak about AIDS and mad-cow disease.  But there is a good chance that with sufficient financial support medicine will solve the problems.  However, without an educated public it would be a too difficult task.  And now, the media frequently cause serious damage when, pretending to be democratic and objective, they make direct comparison between established, recognized scientific medicine and what they call ‘alternative medicine’.  Of course the label alternative medicine is nonsense.  It is fair to admit, however, that some physicians have insufficient time to address all of their patients’ needs.  Such an approach catalytically strengthens the publics' faith in strange healers and other charlatans. 

The skeptics movement has for years always represented decent and strong support for rationalism in its never-ending battle with irrationalism.  We should never forget that the opponents are tenacious in loving absurdities and are ready to defend them by all means.  The same is true about those adherents of irrationality who earn on that basis a great deal of money. 

I wish to close this address by saying that such a congress as this, which is just beginning, is valuable, useful, and rewarding.  But all of us should never forget even for a second that without great enthusiasm and constant effort in informing the public about our activities, all our efforts will be in vain. 



It is 80's contention that " we live in a fascinating, beautiful and, let's face it, dangerous universe without complicating matters with gobbledegook."

The internet is a wonderful menagerie of weird, improbable and often plainly daft viewpoints and beliefs. The number of pages devoted to the irrational far outweighs those promoting a skeptical or scientific point of view. Bemused and frustrated by this state of affairs I soon learned that direct communication by e-mail with many of these web page owners was a non-starter, being more like a dialog of the deaf. What I felt was needed, and this idea took a little while to develop, was a way of pointing out the absurdity of many of the positions taken and, where practical, subjecting the ideas and beliefs set out to a certain amount of an old-fashioned (and politically incorrect) weapon, ridicule.

The original idea was for an e-mail based newsletter, The View from Number 80, initially sent out just to friends and acquaintances. Slowly I found I was getting subscription requests from people outside this limited group. After looking at other, rather more professionally produced e-mail newsletters (or ezines to use the neologism) the format was changed to give more the look of a web page yet still basically simple in design and layout (owing to my own limited skills in this area rather than a deliberate "simple is best" policy). The logo is intended to resemble a postage stamp as the original format (now discarded) mimicked an envelope. The motto below, "Ab Absurdo" means, according to Nil Desperandum - a dictionary of Latin Phrases, "from the absurd - one who argues ab absurdo seeks to establish the validity of his position by pointing out the absurdity of his opponent's position. While an argument ab absurdo may have the effect of demolishing one's opponent's position in debate it usually does not of itself prove the validity of one's own position." Not a perfect brief, perhaps, for the View but adding Carl Sagan's dictum that "extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence" balances things out somewhat.


In order for back numbers to be available for referencing and follow-up in later issues a web site was then needed for archiving (with a total of 18 issues to date although it must be admitted the first few are there more for completeness rather than content.). In addition to this there is a list of links and some recommended reading. It has always been my intention to solicit feedback and also contributions in the form of suggested sites for 80's attention and written material. (Sadly I have only had one item in the last category, a review of James Randi's second meeting with medium Sylvia Browne on the Larry King Live show. My correspondent found himself incapable of describing Browne, or King for that matter, without the use of much eloquent profanity. As he insisted that, if published, it be uncut I had to decline the piece!)

Currently The View from Number 80 has just under a hundred direct subscribers to the newsletter and an unknown number of web site visitors. (At least one web visitor, the director of The American Institute of Pyramidology, made my day with an email bemoaning 80's "cynical and biased" review of his site and, in particular, the suggestion that he try an elementary course in Egyptology!) In general the tone 

of the View is mocking and lighthearted but occasionally more of a rant seems called for. Unlike some publications of a skeptical nature 80 includes established religions as fair game when they make claims that are testable. I welcome any suggestions, ideas and copy but always have the final word on what appears in the View. Any submissions or web site suggestions are credited. The View from Number 80 runs to an approximately monthly schedule and serves at least some of the purpose that I had in mind originally - a need for a bigger soapbox!


Ross Sargent

See: www.eighty.btinternet.co.uk/


Letters.

It would be rather nice if we received a letter occasionally that could be published as part of this newsletter. In fact being able to communicate and pass on bits of information to other skeptics was one of the reasons I thought ASKE would be a good idea in the first place. I should point out that ASKE member Steuart Campbell did in fact write to us but the letter seems to have disappeared. Bugger – and profound apologies to Steuart.
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