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Preface 

he first half of 2006 saw a continuing evolution in the 

nature of the articles in “vitualis’ Medical Rants”.  

Towards the end of 2006 there was a move towards 

commentaries on international politics, bioethics, US foreign 

policy as well as law and justice.  This has continued to be so in 

the third volume.  Although it had somewhat crept up 

spontaneously, a decision was made that the blog should 

further the objectives of human rights, justice and social 

responsibility. 

 

During the period this book was written, the steady march of 

the H5N1 avian influenza continued across the globe – finally 

reaching the depths of Africa and across Western Europe.  

Large clusters of human deaths in Turkey and later in Northern 

Sumatra, Indonesia jolted the world with fear of a mutation to a 

pandemic strain. 

 

On the international politics, law and justice front, the US 

Guantanamo Bay camp came under increasingly heavy 

international and domestic pressure for its closure.  This 

culminated at the end of June with the US Supreme Court 

ruling the military tribunals established to try the detainees to 

be unconstitutional and unlawful.  As for the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict, the glimmer of hope brought about by Ariel Sharon in 

late 2005 was extinguished as quickly as the stroke that 

brought down the seasoned warrior. 

T 
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Similar to the previous release, Volume Three is available in 

hardcover and soft cover printed formats, as well as in Adobe 

PDF format on-line. 

 

There are fewer articles in the third volume when compared to 

the first and second but more original content and several 

longer essays.  I hope that you, dear reader, find my collection 

of articles interesting and as enjoyable to read as it was to write 

and compile. 

 

Yours sincerely, 
 

& 
Dr Michael Tam 
B.Sc.(med), M.B., B.S. (UNSW) 
 

1st July 2006 
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Original preface to volume one 

A brief history of the universe? 

f “vitualis’ Medical Rants” were the universe, it would be a 

strange and twisted world that we live.  But would it be 

any more bizarre than it already is?  “vitualis’ Medical 

Rants” is a “weblog” or, the more commonly used vernacular, 

“blog”.  And what is a “blog”?  Well, according to Wikipedia, 

 

‘A weblog (usually shortened to blog, but 
occasionally spelled web log) is a web-
based publication consisting primarily of 
periodic articles (normally in reverse 
chronological order).  Although most 
early weblogs were manually updated, 
tools to automate the maintenance of such 
sites made them accessible to a much 
larger population, and the use of some 
sort of web application software is now a 
typical aspect of “blogging.”’ 
 

My blog started out in April 2003 as a semi-regular journal 

with anecdotes of the weird and wonderful people and 

situations encountered by a junior doctor.  It was as much an 

excuse to try out a new technology called “blogger” 

(http://www.blogger.com) which I had heard about (being a bit 

of a technophile) as to contribute to the ever growing literary 

junk that was filling cyberspace. 

 

Unfortunately, this was not to be.  Unlike the exciting and 

dynamic life seen in television series such as “ER” or “Chicago 

Hope” or “Scrubs”, 95% of a junior doctor’s job is menial (and 

I 
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possibly demeaning!), routine and 

frankly boring.  I quickly realised that 

there was not much hope for a blog 

that states, “Not much happened 

today… another 2 patients admitted with pneumonia” or 

something to that effect for the vast majority of the time.  On 

the few occasions when something cool did happen in hospital, 

I was inevitably too tired to type it out.  And so, “vitualis’ 

Medical Rants” was abandoned to cyberspace for approximately 

six months. 

 

In October 2004, reinvigorated with a new sense of purpose 

(which may had been an undiagnosed episode of mania), I 

decided to lift my site out of the obscurity of the cyber-gutter 

and transformed “vitualis’ Medical Rants” into a biomedical / 

sometimes technological / at times ethical / on occasion “rage 

against the system” news site.  At around this time, Pyra Labs 

(which owned and created blogger.com) was bought by Google 

and a new beta version was out.  I’m not entirely sure what 

changed, but a number of new site templates were released 

which gave “vitualis’ Medical Rants” a much need face lift. 

 

To celebrate this renaissance, this book compiling the news 

articles as well as copies of the original source articles was 

created.  At the time of publication, an Adobe PDF (portable 

document format) e-book version was available for download.  

It is planned that biannual collections will be created in the 

future. 

 
 

vitualis’ Medical Rants is 
created with blogger.com 
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Who is vitualis? 

uite possibly a disturbed 

individual. ;-)  His not-so-secret 

alter-ego is Michael Tam, 

currently a “doctor-in-training” in the 

General Practice training program in 

NSW, Australia.  Michael Tam studied 

medicine at the University of New 

South Wales, Sydney Australia and 

graduated at the end of 2002.  Internship and residency years 

were in the Illawarra Area Health Service – mainly based at The 

Wollongong Hospital and Shellharbour Public Hospital.  

Michael has worked in Emergency Medicine, General Medicine, 

Orthopaedic Surgery, Psychiatry, Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 

General Surgery, Neurology/Stroke Unit.  As part of General 

Practice training, Michael has further worked sixth months at 

both Coledale District Hospital in Rehabilitation Medicine and 

Sydney Children’s Hospital in Paediatrics.  At the first 

publication of this book, Michael was a General Practice 

registrar working in a general practice in Darlinghurst, NSW.  

From July 2006, Michael will be working in General Practice in 

the town of Gilgandra (rural NSW). 

 

Michael’s professional interests include primary health care 

and public health, as well as aged care and rehabilitation 

medicine as well as chronic pain management. 

 

Q 
 

 
vitualis’ real face is too 

frightening to show the world. 
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Recreational interests include digital imaging and video, 

technology and computer sciences.  He is a moderator at the 

forums of Videohelp.com, the largest on-line discussion forum 

on general home video editing and authoring.  In late 2005 / 

early 2006, Michael hosted the inaugural VideoHelp.com Short 

Film Competition. 

  

Previous printed publications include “photographic 

profundus”, an album of natural photography and traditional 

Chinese proverbs, as well as the previous volumes of “vitualis’ 

Medical Rants”. 
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Happy New Year from Sydney! 

Sunday, January 01, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/happy-new-year-from-sydney.html 

 

As with tradition, Sydney welcomed 2006 with an absolutely 

fabulous fireworks display.  Here are some dodgy camera-

phone photos of the event… 

 

A heartfelt “Happy New Year” to everyone! 

 

 

  
 

  
Fireworks in Sydney at midnight on Jan 1, 2006 
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E-ink e-book readers a reality for 2006 

Sunday, January 01, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/e-ink-ebook-readers-reality-for-2006.html 

 

At the end of last year, I wrote an article looking at a number of 

events which seemed to indicate that e-book readers based on 

E-ink technology.  Specifically, there was a press release 

reported in Engadget on the Philips spin-off “iRex” that was 

apparently going to release a new e-book reader. 

 

Since then, the system 

specifications for the iRex 

“Iliad” has been released; 

and they are very 

impressive indeed.  As 

from the product leaflet 

directly from iRex: 

 

CONTENT FORMATS 

SUPPORTED 

 PDF 

 XHTML 

 TXT 

 MP3 

 Other formats will be supported in the near future 

 

INTERFACES 

 USB type A connector for USB memory stick. 

 
The iRex “Iliad” e-book reader 
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 CF type II slot for memory extension or other 

applications. 

 SD/MMC slot for SD/MMC memory cards. 

 3.5mm stereo audio jack for headset. 

 WIFI 802.11b wireless LAN. 

 10/100MB wired LAN. 

 

SYSTEM SPECIFICATION 

 400MHz INTEL X-Scale Processor. 

 64Mb Ram 

 224MB free internal FLASH memory for storing content 

(sufficient for 1 month of newspapers, 30 books and 

many other documents). 

 Touch sensor input using stylus. 

 Rechargeable battery. 

 Cradle and travel charger available. 

 Dimensions (w x h x d): 155x216x16 mm. 

 Weight: 390 grams. 

 Operating temperature is 0°C to 50°C. 

 Storage temperature is –20°C to 70°C. 

 

This is absolutely fantastic!  If it can render PDF, HTML and 

plain text, then it has all the “fundamentals” covered.  

Personally, I would want the “Mobipocket” format included as 

well.  As this format is essentially based on XHTML, it should 

be trivial, though Mobipocket will probably need to be involved 

with regards to the DRM management.  In terms of transferring 
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books / media, again all the fundamentals are covered “plus 

some”!  USB host, CF and SD!  And WiFi! 

 

Furthermore, as we can see from the photo of the prototype, the 

display is absolutely gorgeous.  This also isn’t some shonky 

operator from Asia either.  It is a company associated with the 

electronics giant Philips who helped develop the E-ink display 

technology! 

 

My impression is that the specifications are probably too good 

to be true.  It seems illogical to have both CF and SD.  USB Host 

would be a huge bonus that it may not eventuate.  Though WiFi 

would be fantastic for on-line updates “on the run”, I foresee 

that a basic model may forego it for the sake of price.  In any 

case, once this is released (and rumour is that it will be in April 

2006), I will be one of the first to buy one! 

 

Interestingly, Sony has announced that it too will be releasing a 

Libre-like e-book reader for the US market. 

 

Source article 
Engadget: http://engadget.com/2005/12/29/sony-to-announce-us-e-book-reader/ 

Sony to announce US e-book reader 

Posted Dec 29th 2005 1:10PM by Evan Blass 

Filed under: Misc. Gadgets, Handhelds 

 

Hallelujah!  Sony has done seen the light!  According to BusinessWeek, the 

consumer electronics giant is set to announce a Librie-like E-ink e-book 

reader for the US that both – are you ready for this – uses SD cards for data 
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storage and displays native PDF files (along with a proprietary Sony format 

– baby steps, you know?).  It seems that the lacklustre success of the Librie 

overseas, combined with an upcoming wave of e-book readers as 

competition, convinced Sony that more openness was key to the success of 

this device. Industry heavyweights Simon & Schuster, Random House, and 

HarperCollins are already signed up to provide content, with the latter two 

promising to digitize their entire back catalogues for inclusion on Sony’s 

Connect music-and-now-book service, for a combined total of up to 50,000 

titles.  Sony certainly has an advantage here by being first out of the gate 

with a relatively large content offering and purported 15-book battery life, 

but products from iRex, Jinke, and more flexible devices from other 

manufacturers may prove more popular if they can provide consumers with 

similar content but better hardware. 
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2006 starts with a scorcher 

Monday, January 02, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/2006-starts-with-scorcher.html 

 

Yesterday, the first day of 2006, was absolutely the hottest day 

in Sydney that I remember.  At Sydney Airport, the mercury 

climbed to 45.1°C.  It was almost just as hot in Sydney CBD with 

a temperature of 44.2°C recorded at Observatory Hill.  Sydney 

CBD rarely goes much above 35°C even in summer. 

 

My unit in Surry Hills does not have air conditioning so I spent 

most of the day either hot and sweaty looking for the next air 

conditioned mall or shop to “hang out”.  Thankfully, there was a 

beautiful southerly change in the evening and by 9PM it the 

temperature had dropped to a pleasant 27°C. 

 

The dry and hot conditions are unfortunately, perfect for 

bushfires and though they have not been a problem earlier in 

summer, some properties have already been lost in the Central 

Coast. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/national/welcome-to-2006--in-a-

blistering-44-degrees/2006/01/01/1136050345524.html 

Welcome to 2006 – in a blistering 44 degrees 

By Damien Murphy, Lee Glendinning and Wendy Frew 

January 2, 2006 
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SYDNEY started the new year with a near-record January temperature, 44.2 

degrees, as soaring heat and strong wind fanned bushfires, but a change 

blew in about nine o’clock last night and offered a cooler night’s sleep. 

 

But the winds did bring problems.  Police reported that power lines had 

been brought down at Frenchs Forest and trees had fallen across roads at 

Alexandria and Menangle. 

 

The mercury at Sydney’s official weather station at Observatory Hill stopped 

rising at 4.24pm just short of the previous record, 45.3 degrees, registered 

on January 14, 1939. 

 

The Bureau of Meteorology’s senior forecaster, Bob Moore, said a report on 

average temperatures last year to be published tomorrow showed Sydney 

was enduring a hot spell, and nobody knew when it would end. 

 

It was part of a warming trend that had become evident since 1988, Mr 

Moore said. 

 

“We just had our second equal hottest year on record.  The year before, 

2003, was our hottest year ever, but the year just finished recorded similar 

mean and maximum temperatures,” he said. 

 

“It’s clear evidence for global warming … you’d think today’s record 

temperature was more of the same.” 

 

The bureau’s temperature gauge at Sydney Airport did reach a record, 45.1 

degrees. 

 

Mr Moore said it might have been hotter at Kingsford Smith than in January 

1939, but the bureau did not start take readings at the airport until later that 

year. 
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Coming after New Year’s Eve celebrations, yesterday’s heat drove many 

people in Sydney to take refuge indoors. 

 

However, not so lucky were 37 cleaners who took to Sydney’s streets in the 

early morning to remove 29 tonnes of rubbish left by New Year’s Eve 

revellers. 

 

They had finished by 10am and probably arrived home before the thousands 

who flocked to the beaches only to be driven off by the midday sun. 

 

Swimming pools across Sydney were inundated with people seeking relief 

from the heat, some even queuing at the Sydney International Aquatic 

Centre, Homebush Bay, for up to 30 minutes. 

 

EnergyAustralia said air-conditioning use yesterday was the highest ever for 

a weekend, with Sydney demanding 4400 megawatts by evening. 

 

Myer reported almost selling out of fans, with only display models left. 

Movie sessions were sold out in many CBD theatres. 

 

The heat also played havoc with the rail network. 

 

Trains automatically travel 10kmh slower to avoid problems with track 

buckling under the heat.  By late yesterday buses were replacing trains on 

the North Shore line and in the Southern Highlands between Picton and 

Moss Vale.  There were also half-hour delays on the South Coast line because 

of repairs at Helensburgh and overhead wiring problems caused by the heat 

at Central station. 

 

A spokesman for St Vincent’s Hospital, David Faktor, said the hot weather 

combined with alcohol had resulted in many people being treated. 
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About 120 or 140 people had come to the hospital since midnight.  “We have 

had lots of young people who have presented for avoidable conditions, and 

70 per cent one way or another are related to alcohol intake,” Mr Faktor 

said. 

 

The Rural Fire Service urged farmers to stop harvesting as sparks from 

machines could cause fires.  And the National Parks and Wildlife Service 

asked people not to go bushwalking in parks from Newcastle south to 

Wollongong and west to Oberon. 

 

“We think it is just too dangerous to be away from roads, in the bush.  If 

people have to be evacuated it is very dangerous for those doing the 

evacuation,” said a spokesman for the Department of Environment and 

Conservation, John Dengate. 

 

Some national parks, including Lane Cove, Bouddi, Brisbane Water and 

Botany Bay, had already closed. 
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Soapies: it’s a dangerous life 

Monday, January 02, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/soapies-its-dangerous-life.html 

 

Every now and then, the 

British Medical Journal 

(BMJ) will publish 

something that is 

delightfully irrelevant 

though often with an 

educational twist.  Off the 

top of my head, two great 

examples include 

Sméagol’s (Gollum) 

mental health diagnosis 

and the fungal condition 

of Jar Jar Binks (from Star 

Wars Episode I). 

 

In the Christmas 2005 edition of the BMJ, Casarett, Fishman 

and et al., published a study looking at coma in characters in 

nine TV soap operas.  The results are rather startling.  If you are 

going to have a head injury resulting in coma, being a character 

in a soapie is highly protective.  Of the studied patients, 57 

(89% recovered fully), 5 (8%) died and two (3%) remained in a 

vegetative state at the end of follow up.  However, in true soapie 

style, two of the “dead” patients were actually alive since the 

death was staged. 

 
It’s a tough job but someone has to 

do it… 
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“Real” patients (through meta-analysis data) with coma have 

much worse outcomes.  The survival rate of coma is generally 

less than 50%.  The one-month survival of non-traumatic coma 

is only 15%. 

 

Even better for soapie characters are their long term prospects.  

Of those that recovered from their coma, all returned to the 

previous level of health and over 90% returned to their previous 

level of functioning.  This is contrasted to “real” patients with 

non-traumatic injury of only 1 in 169 (i.e., < 1%). 

 

The authors didn’t go into the cause for these miraculous 

outcomes but I’m going to suggest the “woolly brain 

hypothesis”.  The heads of soapie characters are so filled with 

fluff that it forms an insulating protective layer against head 

injury. 

 

However, although soapie characters seem to be protected from 

brain injury, their all cause mortality is amazingly high.  

Crayford, Hooper and Evans published a paper titled “Death 

rates of characters in soap operas on British television: is a 

government health warning required?” in the BMJ in 1997 

(again, the Christmas edition) looking at this very phenomenon.  

Soapie characters suffered from three times the rate of death 

from violent causes than expected.  This is more dangerous 

than being a Formula One racing driver or a bomb disposal 

expert! 
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So next time you are feeling down, spare a thought for the poor 

soapie character, though your family should direct you to 

General Hospital if you ever have a brain injury… 

 

Source articles 
British Medical Journal: http://bmj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/331/7531/1537 

Epidemiology and prognosis of coma in daytime television 

dramas (excerpt) 

BMJ  2005;331:1537-1539 (24 December), doi:10.1136/bmj.331.7531.1537 

 

David Casarett, assistant professor, Jessica M Fishman, faculty fellow, Holly 

Jo MacMoran, research coordinator, Amy Pickard, research coordinator, 

David A Asch, professor 

 

Abstract 

Objective:  To determine how soap operas portray, and possibly 

misrepresent, the likelihood of recovery for patients in 

coma. 

 

Design:  Retrospective cohort study. 

 

Setting:  Nine soap operas in the United States reviewed between 1 

January 1995 and 15 May 2005. 

 

Subjects:  64 characters who experienced a period of unconsciousness 

lasting at least 24 hours. Their final status at the end of the 

follow-up period was compared with pooled data from a 

meta-analysis. 

 

Results:  Comas lasted a median of 13 days (interquartile range 7-25 

days).  Fifty seven (89%) patients recovered fully, five (8%) 
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died, and two (3%) remained in a vegetative state. Mortality 

for non-traumatic and traumatic coma was significantly 

lower than would be predicted from the meta-analysis data 

(non-traumatic 4% v 53%; traumatic 6% v 67%; Fisher’s 

exact test both P < 0.001).  On the day that patients 

regained consciousness, most (49/57; 86%) had no evidence 

of limited function, cognitive deficit, or residual disability 

needing rehabilitation.  Compared with meta-analysis data, 

patients in this sample had a much better than expected 

chance of returning to normal function (non-traumatic 91% 

v 1%; traumatic 89% v 7%; both P < 0.001). 

 

Conclusions:  The portrayal of coma in soap operas is overly optimistic.  

Although these programmes are presented as fiction, they 

may contribute to unrealistic expectations of recovery. 

 

 

http://bmj.bmjjournals.com/cgi/content/full/315/7123/1649 

Death rates of characters in soap operas on British television: is a 

government health warning required? (excerpt) 

BMJ 1997;315:1649-1652 (20 December) 

 

Tim Crayford, senior clinical fellow, Richard Hooper, statistician, Sarah 

Evans, research associate 

 

Abstract 

Objective: To measure mortality among characters in British soap 

operas on television. 

 

Design:  Cohort analysis of deaths in EastEnders and Coronation 

Street, supplemented by an analysis of deaths in Brookside 

and Emmerdale. 
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Main outcome measures:  Standardised mortality ratios and the 

proportional mortality ratio for deaths attributable to 

external causes (E code of ICD-9 (international 

classification of diseases, ninth revision). 

 

Results:  Staying alive in a television soap opera is not easy. 

Standardised mortality ratios for characters were among the 

highest for any occupation yet described (771 (95% 

confidence interval 415 to1127) for characters in 

EastEnders), and this was not just because all causes of 

death were overrepresented.  Deaths in soap operas were 

almost three times more likely to be from violent causes 

than would be expected from a character’s age and sex.  A 

character in EastEnders was twice as likely as a similar 

character in Coronation Street to die during an episode. 

 

Conclusions:  The most dangerous job in the United Kingdom is not, as 

expected, bomb disposal expert, steeplejack, or Formula 

One racing driver but having a role in one of the United 

Kingdom’s most well known soap operas. This is the first 

quantitative estimate of the size of the pinch of salt which 

should be taken when watching soap operas. 

 

Key messages 

 Characters in soap operas lead very dangerous lives 

 Their lives are more dangerous even than those of Formula One 

racing drivers or bomb disposal experts 

 People suffering from many forms of cancer and other serious 

diseases have better five year survival rates than do these characters 

 Could the exaggerated portrayal of these violent and dangerous lives 

be contributing to our distorted national perceptions about violent 

crime and death? 
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US is its own worse enemy 

Wednesday, January 04, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/us-is-its-own-worse-enemy.html 

 

After the terrible events of September 11, 2001, George W Bush 

famously asked “why do they hate us?” 

 

That question has been answered by many commentators and 

of course, by the US Administration as well.  The popular 

answer, unfortunately, lacks sophistication and is, at its heart, 

dishonest.  We are told that “they” hate the West because it is 

“free”, or that they hate “democracy” or “our way of life”, and it 

is because these people are “evil”. 

 

It is true that those who perpetrated the terrorist attack on the 

US symbols of wealth (World Trade Centre), military power 

(the Pentagon) and government (the White House) may well 

have been evil men and perhaps they really did hate 

“democracy” and our “way of life”.  However, even casual 

introspection should make one realise that it doesn’t explain 

why, despite almost universal condemnation of the attacks, so 

many people the world around view the US negatively. 

 

Why would a poor farmer in Afghanistan or a struggling 

entrepreneur in Iraq or Iran hate “democracy” or “freedom” 

when they are the very things he wishes he has?  Indeed, why is 

the United States not viewed as the tower of truth, freedom and 

enlightenment that it claims to itself and the world?  
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To Americans, I believe that this is truly a puzzle, for despite 

their claims to the contrary, Americans believe and trust in 

their government.  Indeed, there seems to be alarming 

confusion within the US between “pro-Government” sentiments 

and “patriotism”.  To be a “patriot”, you have to support the 

“War on Terror” and the “Commander-in-Chief”.  The assumed 

corollary is that criticism against the actions of the 

Administration must be “unpatriotic” and even, “un-American”. 

 

Perhaps, we should not lose sight that that sort of ideology has 

much more in common with totalitarian regimes than what we 

expect from the “free” Western World.  Amongst America’s 

most steadfast allies in the “Coalition of the Willing” the United 

Kingdom and Australia, it would have been laughable for their 

respective governments to claim anti-war opinions to be “un-

British” or “un-Australian”.  However, dissidents were 

commonly charged with being “anti-Soviet” or “counter-

revolutionary” in the darker days of the Soviet Union and 

Communist China. 

 

So then, why do “they” hate us? 

 

Perhaps, we can look within the microcosm of Iraq for an 

explanation.  The “mighty but benevolent” military of the 

United States has arguable delivered a form of democracy to 

Iraq and deposed the hated and tyrannical Saddam Hussein.  

However, even the US-allied Shi’ite majority want the US to “go 
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home”.  Why?  We can find enlightenment in the latest US 

public relations disaster / military atrocity (it depends on your 

perspective). 

 

Several members of the same family, including women and 

children were killed in a US air strike on their home.  

Apparently, US were following three men suspected of planting 

a roadside bomb who apparently entered the house.  An air 

strike was called with the obvious results. 

 

An air strike conducted on a house, in an urban area on 

intelligence from an “unmanned aerial vehicle” is gross military 

arrogance.  It seems that the US military in Iraq believe that the 

lives of ordinary Iraqi civilians are worthless.  As stated by the 

local police chief Colonel Sufyan Mustafa: 

 

“Even if there had been [anti-US 
insurgents], why didn’t they surround the 
area and detain the terrorists instead?” 

 

It has been eloquently stated that the “war on terror” is a battle 

for “hearts and minds” (an unfortunate term loaded with ironic 

history).  Regardless of policy, this can only be accomplished 

with sincerity, compassion and honesty.  Although the United 

States “talks the talk”, it does not “walk the walk”.  Careless 

military raids that result in heavy civilian casualties, 

committing atrocities in the notorious Abu Graib prison, and 

paying Iraqi clerics for propaganda have exactly the opposite 
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effect on the real objectives of the “war on terror” though the 

short term military objectives may be met. 

 

The United States certainly is its own worse enemy. 

 

Source articles 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4577578.stm 

US air strike hits Iraqi family 

 

Several members of the same family, including women and children, have 

been killed in a US air strike that destroyed their home in northern Iraq. 

 

There was confusion over the number of casualties, but local authorities in 

the town of Beiji, north of Tikrit, have confirmed at least six dead. 

 

US forces said they acted after seeing three men suspected of planting a 

roadside bomb enter the house. 

 

The raid has prompted anger among some local political leaders. 

 

US military spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel Barry Johnson said the men, 

who ran into the house after digging a hole, were assessed as a threat to 

civilians and military forces. 

 

“An unmanned aerial vehicle... observed the would-be attackers as they dug 

a hole following the common pattern of roadside bomb emplacement,” he 

told the AFP news agency. 

 

“The individuals left the road site and were followed from the air to a nearby 

building.  Coalition forces employed precision guided munitions on the 

structure.” 
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But he did not confirm the number of casualties or whether a roadside bomb 

has been found. 

 

Local police chief Colonel Sufyan Mustafa said he believed there were no 

anti-US insurgents present in the house. 

 

“Even if there had been, why didn’t they surround the area and detain the 

terrorists instead?” he told the Reuters news agency. 

 

‘Historic crime’ 

Ghadban Nahd Hassan, 56, told AFP that 14 members of his family had been 

in the house when it was it bombed. 

 

“I was with some friends in a small shop 100m away from the house when I 

heard the bombing at around 2130 (1830 GMT),” he said. 

 

“I rushed over to see.  My house was destroyed and there was smoke 

everywhere.” 

 

So far, the bodies of a nine-year-old boy, an 11-year-old girl, three women 

and three men have been found in the rubble, police said. 

 

US forces frequently use air strikes in their battle against Iraqi insurgents, in 

an effort to minimise US casualties. 

 

A local official of the biggest Sunni Arab political group, the Iraqi Islamic 

Party, called for demonstrations. 

 

“This is a historic crime and another catastrophe for the people of Baiji,” he 

told Reuters. 

 

“If there were gunmen or criminals in that house, is it right to blow up the 

whole family?” 
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Hussein al-Falluji, a lawyer and a national leader of the Sunni-dominated 

Iraqi Accordance Front, said: “Once again the occupiers have shown their 

barbarism.  They never learn from their mistakes...  People’s resentment is 

increasing.”  

 

 

Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/iraqi-clerics-paid-to-write-

propaganda/2006/01/02/1136050394395.html 

Iraqi clerics paid to write propaganda 

By David Cloud and Jeff Gerth in Washington 

January 3, 2006 

 

A PENTAGON contractor that paid Iraqi newspapers to run positive articles 

written by US soldiers has also been compensating Sunni religious scholars 

in Iraq in return for assistance with its propaganda work. 

 

The Lincoln Group, a Washington public relations firm, was told early last 

year by the Pentagon to identify religious leaders who could help create 

messages persuading Sunnis in violence-ridden Anbar province to 

participate in national elections and reject the insurgency, according to a 

former employee. 

 

Since then, the firm has retained three or four Sunni scholars to offer advice 

and write reports for military commanders on the content of propaganda 

campaigns.  Lincoln executives say the firm’s ties to religious leaders and 

dozens of other leading Iraqis are aimed at enabling it to exercise influence 

in Iraqi communities on behalf of clients, including the military. 

 

“We do reach out to clerics.  We meet with local government officials and 

with local businessmen,” said Paige Craig, a Lincoln vice-president. 

 

“We need to have relationships that are broad enough and deep enough that 

we can touch all the various aspects of society.” 
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He declined to discuss specific projects Lincoln has with the military or 

commercial clients. 

 

“We have on staff people who are experts in religious and cultural matters,” 

Mr Craig said.  “We meet with a wide variety of people to get their input.  

Most of the people we meet with overseas don’t want or need compensation, 

they want a dialogue.” 

 

Internal records show that Lincoln spent $US144,000 ($197,000) on the 

program from May to September.  It is unclear how much of this money 

went to the religious scholars. 

 

The amount is a tiny portion of the tens of millions in contracts from the 

military that Lincoln has received for so-called “information operations”, but 

the effort is especially sensitive. 

 

Religious scholars are highly influential within the country’s minority Sunni 

population, which forms the core of the insurgency.  Each of the scholars 

was vetted before being brought into the program to ensure they were not 

involved in the insurgency, the former employee said. 

 

Their identities have been kept secret to prevent reprisals by insurgents, and 

they were never brought to Camp Victory, the US base outside Baghdad 

where Lincoln employees work with military personnel. 

 

Lincoln has also turned to American scholars and political consultants for 

advice on the content of the Iraqi propaganda campaign.  “I'm not surprised 

this goes on,” said Michael Rubin, a Middle East scholar at the American 

Enterprise Institute, a Washington research organisation. 
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“Especially in an atmosphere where terrorists and insurgents – replete with 

oil boom cash – do the same.  We need an even playing field, but cannot 

fight with both hands tied behind our backs.” 
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More E-ink devices revealed! 

Thursday, January 05, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/more-e-ink-devices-revealed.html 

 

When it rains, it pours.  In 

the past two days, two 

more products that will 

use E-ink display 

technology have been 

announced. 

 

First is the new Lexar USB 

memory drive that will use 

an E-ink display to show the remaining capacity on the drive!  

This is a perfect example of the new possibilities with E-ink 

technology, and more generically, e-paper (low power, high 

contrast, bistable display) technology.  Once the display is 

updated, it will remain without any power.  In envisage this is 

the first step towards a future where there will be ubiquitous 

“smart” updatable labels on everything. 

 

The second (and for me, very exciting) announcement was by 

the “other evil empire”, Sony.  Although it is without much of 

the chic of their first E-ink based e-book reader the “Libre”, it is 

being released in the West without the mind-numbingly stupid 

and restrict DRM.  Reading the specifications, it seems to me 

that this device is probably going to be somewhat inferior to the 

iRex Iliad.  Nevertheless, content is king and it would appear 

 
Lexar JumpDrive Mercury 
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that Sony will release its pedestrianingly named “Sony Reader” 

with an iTunes Music Store like service for buying content.  E-

books will never reach mass popularity unless there is easily 

accessible content that people will actually want to read (i.e., 

the latest best sellers).  Arguably, it is the iTunes Music Store 

which makes the iPod the “best” portable music player for most 

people, even though there are many technically superior MP3 

players available. 

 

Interesting times are ahead! 

 

Source article 
Engadget: http://engadget.com/2006/01/03/lexar_jumpdrive_mercury/ 

Lexar JumpDrive Mercury sports an E Ink capacity meter 

Posted Jan 3rd 2006 10:45PM by Peter Rojas 

 
Sony Reader 
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Nah, not the first USB flash drive with a built-in display (you can just scroll 

down if you want to see another one), but the Lexar’s reps here at CES are 

pretty stoked about the JumpDrive Mercury, a new drive that uses an 

electronic paper display made by E Ink (you know, the guys who also make 

the e-paper display used in Citizen wristwatch) that tells you how full the 

drive is without actually having to plug it into a PC. The genius of using 

electronic paper is that it doesn’t require any power to main the display. Not 

sure what they’ll sell for when they come out, but we did get a few shots of 

the new JumpDrive Mercury at this evening’s CES Unveiled press preview 

event. 
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The Demise of Ariel Sharon 

Thursday, January 05, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/demise-of-ariel-sharon.html 

 

Ariel Sharon, Prime Minister of 

Israel has suffered a “massive” 

haemorrhagic cerebral vascular 

accident (stroke).  He suffered a 

minor stroke on 18 December 

2005 and was diagnosed with 

what I assume from news reports 

to be a patent foramen ovale.  As 

per usual for someone after an 

ischaemic stroke or TIA, Mr 

Sharon was commenced on anti-

platelet therapy.  If I were to 

guess, it would probably have 

been aspirin and/or clopidogrel. 

 

Reports from the news services has stated that he presented 

“unconscious” and has now required two neurosurgical 

procedures. 

 

Having worked in a stroke unit for 3 months I know that Mr 

Sharon’s prognosis is very bad indeed.  In fact, his one month 

mortality is greater than 50%.  The chances of him returning to 

a functional capacity able to resume the leadership of “Kadima” 

are virtually nil. 

 
Ariel Sharon 
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At the end of 2005, I wrote a number of articles about Ariel 

Sharon who is undoubtedly an extraordinary political figure in 

Israel.  His split for Likud as its leader to form the new popular 

centralist party “Kadima” as well as support from his former 

archrival Shimon Peres were simply astounding events.  Ariel 

Sharon, perhaps, also represented the best hope for peace 

between the Palestinians and Israelis. 

 

I wonder whether the passion that motivated Sharon to form 

Kadima will perhaps now fade, and with it, the momentum for 

peace.  I hope that it is not so.  My thoughts go today to the 

people of Israel and to the nation of Palestine. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4582574.stm 

Israeli PM suffers serious stroke 

 

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon has suffered a “significant” stroke and is 

undergoing an operation, doctors at Jerusalem’s Hadassah hospital say. 

 

Officials said the 77-year-old leader was unconscious and had experienced a 

“massive” brain haemorrhage. 

 

The Israeli leader’s powers have been transferred to his deputy Ehud 

Olmert. 

 

It is Mr Sharon’s second stroke in just over two weeks. He was due to go into 

hospital on Thursday to undergo a minor heart operation. 
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He suffered a minor stroke on 18 December which doctors said could have 

been the result of a blood clot caused by the hole in the heart. 

 

His doctors said he recovered fully then but required minor surgery for the 

heart problem. 

 

Dr Shlomo Mor-Yosef, director of Hadassah Hospital, told reporters at the 

hospital on Wednesday night that Mr Sharon had “massive bleeding”. 

 

“A significant stroke means that there has been extensive damage,” he said, 

but added that “does not necessarily mean that there will be a lasting effect.” 

 

Mr Sharon’s press spokesman said he was currently undergoing an 

operation meant to stop the bleeding in his brain and contain the damage it 

had caused. 

 

“The operation is going well and his condition is stable,” spokesman Ranaan 

Gissin said around an hour and a half after the start of the operation. 

 

He also said “this is a much more serious condition than the previous one”, 

referring to Mr Sharon’s first stroke. 

 

“It’s not a simple operation,” he added. 

 

‘Prayers’ 

The prime minister was carried to hospital in Jerusalem from his ranch in 

the Negev Desert in Israel’s south by ambulance – a drive that normally 

takes more than an hour – instead of by helicopter. 

 

Police and security agents set up a security cordon around the hospital, and 

also stationed themselves around Mr Olmert’s residence in Jerusalem. 
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The BBC’s James Reynolds, outside the hospital in Jerusalem, says however 

the situation develops now, even if Mr Sharon makes a recovery, there will 

be serious questions over his health and whether he can continue to lead the 

country. 

 

US President George Bush said in a statement he shared the concerns of the 

Israeli people “and we are praying for his recovery”. 

 

Mr Sharon, who has been prime minister since 2001, is severely overweight. 

 

He is planning to run for a third term in office under his newly-formed 

centrist party, Kadima, after quitting the ruling Likud party in November. 

 

Polls have suggested his new party is in the lead ahead of the election in 

March. 

 

Charisma 

However, David Horowitz, editor of the Jerusalem Post, said Mr Sharon’s 

health problems changed the political landscape. 

 

“I think already, even in the best case scenario, it’s remade Israeli politics,” 

he told BBC News. 

 

He said Mr Olmert did not have the charisma of Mr Sharon or the ability to 

carry his controversial policies through. 

 

Mr Sharon had indicated he would follow up the withdrawal of Israeli 

soldiers and settlers from Gaza with what he termed further major 

concessions – thought likely to involve handing parts of the West Bank over 

to Palestinians. 

 

The Kadima party “is united solely around Sharon... it will be much less 

electable without Sharon,” he said. 
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Mr Sharon’s spokesman said ministers from the Likud party, who had been 

due to resign from the cabinet, had reversed their decision so they could 

help the government through this period. 
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Three “bird flu” deaths in Turkey 

Friday, January 06, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/three-bird-flu-deaths-in-turkey.html 

 

Three children of one family in eastern Turkey near the Iranian 

border have died from probable H5N1 avian influenza (aka 

“bird flu”).  The most recent death of 11-year-old girl Hulya 

Kocyigit follows confirmation that her older brother and sister 

were victims of the H5N1 virus.  The family lived on a poultry 

farm. 

 

Apparently, some 25 people across Turkey are being treated for 

“bird-flu-like” symptoms according to the BBC News report. 

 

These are the first confirmed human cases of bird flu outside of 

Asia, and to have three deaths in the same family should ring 

alarm bells.  Although it is most likely that the virus has not 

mutated to a human-to-human transmissible form, it does 

nevertheless demonstrates that the virus is still quite infections 

between birds and humans. 

 

In my humble opinion, the greatest concern is of China.  Bird 

flu has reached pandemic levels in populations of poultry in 

some parts of China.  If this single outbreak in Turkey could 

result in several deaths in the same family, as well as a number 

of other suspected cases, it seems almost inconceivable that 

there have only been 7 cases with 3 deaths in China!  As 

previous reported in this blog, there is strong suspicion that 
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China is systematically suppressing information on H5N1 and 

misleading the WHO and international community.  It seems to 

me that China has not learned the lessons from the SARS 

outbreak. 

 

A pandemic of a “humanised” H5N1 virus before the availability 

of a vaccine will devastate the globe.  The death toll will be 

horrendous, especially in the developing world.  International 

travel and commerce will be brought to a standstill.  I hope that 

“bird flu” will not be remembered as the defining event that 

shaped the twenty-first century. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4586534.stm 

Third ‘bird flu’ death in Turkey 

 

A Turkish girl has died from bird flu symptoms, days after her brother and 

sister died from the disease. 

 

The girl, 11, who lives on a poultry farm in eastern Turkey, was being treated 

in hospital after her family became infected with the disease. 

 

Some 25 people are being treated across Turkey for bird flu-like symptoms, 

according to reports. 

 

Turkey has begun a mass cull of poultry in an effort to stem the spread of 

bird flu throughout the east of the country. 

 

The girl, Hulya Kocyigit, had already lost a brother and sister to Turkey’s 

first bird flu outbreak among humans. 
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Her brother, Mehmet Ali Kocyigit, 14, died on Sunday, while her sister 

Fatma, 15, died on Thursday. 

 

The family live and work on a poultry farm near the town of Dogubayezit, 

close to the Iranian border. 

 

Experts are monitoring the spread of Turkey’s strain of bird flu, which is 

thought to be the deadly H5N1 strain which has killed more than 70 people 

in Asia. 

 

There has been no official confirmation of the strain, as samples are being 

analysed by a UK laboratory, but the World Health Organization has said it 

is likely that it is H5N1. 
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Modern quackery: magnets 

Friday, January 06, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/modern-quackery-magnets.html 

 

They are everywhere; 

modern day con-artists 

peddling their snake-oil 

and medical charms.  

Perhaps one of the most 

successful forms of 

“modern quackery” is 

magnet therapy.  Magnet 

therapy for “chronic pain” is viewed as “respectable” by many 

members of the lay public.  Then there are the testimonials of 

famous stars and athletes.  Add a little splash of pseudoscience 

(magnets affect electrical conduction, nerves work on 

“electricity”, ergo magnets “block” pain!) and you having a 

winning formula. 

 

Personally, I don’t mind a little bit of harmless placebo when it 

comes to the treatment of chronic pain as there are few effective 

treatments and there is usually a large psychological overlay.  

Placebos are good for this! 

 

However, I do object to the profiteers who aggressively market 

magnet therapy as an all magical “cure” of things like cancer, 

fatigue, depression, etc.  I also object to the exploitation of 

people with chronic pain.  The magnetic “therapeutic aids” are 

 
Show me the money 
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almost invariably incredibly expensive – especially when they 

often consist of little more than a poorly made wristband fixed 

with a number of magnets which cost twenty cents at the local 

hobby store! 

 

The British Medical Journal has recently published an editorial 

on magnet therapy and not surprisingly, there is no evidence 

that they work.  Frankly, the very premise of magnet therapy is 

absurd.  It cannot even be argued on the basis of “biological 

plausibility”.  If the extremely weak magnetic fields of simple 

permanent magnets could have significant effects on the 

conduction of the nervous system (and hence affect pain), then 

someone undergoing an MRI scan (where the magnetic field 

strength is tens of thousands of times stronger) should have 

their nervous system reduced to a quivering blob.  Needless to 

say, apart from the noise and perhaps some claustrophobia, 

there are no measurable effects from an MRI scan at all. 

 

I urge my colleagues and the community as a whole to fight 

against the spread of “anti-intelligence”. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4582282.stm 

Magnet therapies ‘have no effect’ 

 

Magnet therapies which are claimed to cure conditions ranging from back 

pain to cancer have no proven benefits, according to a team of US 

researchers. 
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Sales of the so-called therapeutic devices, which are worn in bracelets, 

insoles, and wrist and knee bands, top $1 billion worldwide, they said. 

 

But a major review showed no benefits, a British Medical Journal report 

said. 

 

The team also warned self-treatment with magnets risked leaving underlying 

medical conditions untreated. 

 

Professor Leonard Finegold of Drexel University in Philadelphia and 

Professor Bruce Flamm of the Kaiser Permanente Medical Center in 

California said turning to magnetic therapies could also cause “financial 

harm”. 

 

“Money spent on expensive and unproved magnet therapy might be better 

spent on evidence based medicine,” their report said. 

 

“Sadly some advertisers even claim that magnets are effective for cancer 

treatment and for increasing longevity; not surprisingly, these claims are 

unsupported by data.” 

 

The team reviewed about 10 earlier studies into the effectiveness of magnetic 

therapy. 

 

It said many “controlled” experiments used to show the worth of such 

treatments were suspect because of the difficulty of hiding the presence of a 

magnet to those involved. 

 

Patients were given dummy magnets and real magnets, but because the real 

magnets would stick to keyrings in their pockets and other metal items, they 

could tell if they were part of the real study or the control. 
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Boxed magnets 

An example of this was a study in chronic pelvic pain which reported 

improvement. 

 

But the researchers admitted the ability to ensure patients did not know if 

they had the real or dummy magnets was compromised. 

 

The team does refer to one study on the effects of carpal tunnel syndrome – 

a painful wrist condition – in which the magnets and the sham treatments 

were boxed so they could not be identified. 

 

In this, they said, there was no statistical difference between patients with 

real and sham magnets, with both reporting an improvement in their 

condition. 

 

The study concludes: “Magnets are touted by successful athletes, allowed to 

be widely advertised, and sold without restrictions, so it is not surprising 

that lay people think that claims of therapeutic efficacy are reasonable.” 

 

Dr Matt Pittler, research fellow in complementary medicine at the 

University of Essex, said the study suggested static magnets which were 

most often used to treat pain of different origins were not likely to be 

effective. 

 

He said: “Although the authors cite only selected studies to back up their 

statements, also a systematic assessment comes to the conclusion that the 

evidence is not compelling for the effectiveness of static magnets for 

reducing pain above non-specific effects.” 
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“Field guide” to quackery and pseudoscience 

Saturday, January 07, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/field-guide-to-quackery-and.html 

 

As a follow up to my criticism of “magnet therapy”, I have just 

discovered that Prometheus has recently written a rather 

brilliant article titled “A Field Guide to Quackery and 

Pseudoscience – Part One”.  In this first article, he discusses the 

“general shared characteristics” of these two related fields. 

 

Apart from being simply correct, I take particular delight at 

Prometheus’ dry wit: 

 

“…This is a sure-fire method to keep 
oneself in everlasting ignorance…” 
 
“…his [Deepak Chopra’s] ‘insights’ make 
as much sense as saying that the square 
root of orange is purple or that the 
differential of watermelon is apple…” 
 
“…although Linus Pauling (and other 
Nobel Prize laureates suffering from ‘Post-
Nobel encephalopathy’)…” 

 

Priceless!  I eagerly await the next instalment. 

 

Source article 
A Photon in the Darkness: http://photoninthedarkness.blogspot.com/2006/01/field-guide-

to-quackery-and.html 

A Field Guide to Quackery and Pseudoscience – Part One 

Introduction: 
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Quackery and pseudoscience are not, strictly speaking, biological organisms, 

but they show many of the traits of organisms.  Like some viruses, they 

rapidly mutate and evolve to resist host defences and ecological change. Like 

many bacteria, they are found worldwide and often pick up or exchange new 

characteristics (genes?) in a fashion eerily reminiscent of horizontal gene 

transfer.  And like any number of invasive species worldwide, they threaten 

to overgrow their adopted habitat and successfully resist all efforts to limit 

or exterminate them. 

 

Since quackery and pseudoscience do not fit into stable “species”, the usual 

field manual format of giving the defining characteristics and range will not 

fit too well.  Some have been around long enough to have developed a stable 

set of characteristics (although, as with many biological organisms, a certain 

amount of variability is noted) and others are so new (or so mutable) that 

they practically defy description. 

 

The approach this manual will take is to follow the format of the great 

descriptive texts of the late 18th century, where some organisms are 

described in detail and others – those less well characterized – are given 

short descriptions or fragmentary reports. In addition, a short section of the 

generally shared characteristics of quackery and pseudosciences will begin 

the manual. 

 

Note: quackery and pseudoscience are not mutually exclusive – quackery 

can be considered a subset of pseudoscience dealing with medical 

treatments.  However, some quackery is so far from even the appearance of 

science that it seems proper to list it as a separate category. 

 

General Shared Characteristics: 

A priori – (knowable independent of experience) – One of the hallmarks of 

quackery and pseudoscience is that their proponents operate from the 

assumption that their “hypothesis” is correct and look for “data” to support 
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it – to the extent that they look for any data at all!  For reference, the 

corresponding scientific method is to design tests (or look for data) that 

would prove the hypothesis false.  In short, the scientific process is to 

challenge a hypothesis until it breaks, and then build a better one! 

 

By only looking for data supporting their hypothesis, the proponents of 

quackery and pseudoscience can ignore the masses of data that show their 

hypothesis to be false and can concentrate only on the data (often of poor 

quality or only tangentially relevant) that seems to support it. This is a sure-

fire method to keep oneself in everlasting ignorance, as proven by the many 

promoters of pseudoscience and quackery. 

 

 

Conspiracy – Promoters of quackery and pseudoscience often claim to be 

the victims of conspiracies to suppress the “truth” of their claims.  Even 

those that do not make an explicit claim of conspiracy will usually claim that 

their hypothesis is not given the “proper attention” by other 

scientists/doctors. 

 

The details of these conspiracies may be vague (“They don’t want you to 

know about this…”) or specific (“The oil companies bought the patent on a 

car that will run on water and locked it up.”).  In any case, these conspiracies 

inevitably entail involvement of such a large number of people that credulity 

is strained (at least). 

 

Claims of conspiracy simply serve as a “smokescreen” to keep their intended 

audience (victims?) from asking why their “hypothesis” isn’t more widely 

accepted. 

 

 

Jargon – Now, to be fair, every branch of science has its own jargon. The 

difference between true scientific jargon and pseudoscientific jargon (or 

quackery jargon) is that scientific jargon has a specific definition. 
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Let me illustrate: when I go to a meeting and someone says that they did a 

Northern blot and probed with P32-labeled p53 cDNA, I know precisely 

what they did (see below). 

 

“Northern blot” – more properly called “Northern 
hybridization”; performed a gel electrophoresis of RNA and 
then transferred that RNA to a nylon or nitrocellulose 
membrane. 
 
“probed” – incubated a solution of labelled DNA or RNA 
that is complementary to one or more of the RNA molecules 
that have been transferred to the membrane by Northern 
blotting. 
 
“P32-labeled p53 cDNA” – DNA labelled with radioactive 
phosphorus (P32) made by performing reverse transcription 
of the p53 RNA and then amplifying the resulting 
complementary DNA (cDNA) with the polymerase chain 
reaction using nucleotides that incorporate radioactive 
phosphorus.  

 

The purpose of scientific jargon (and almost all “real” technical jargon) is to 

allow people familiar with the field to communicate ideas in an efficient 

manner.  The purpose of pseudoscientific (or quackery) jargon is to obscure 

meaning and cover a lack of definition. 

 

To illustrate – what, precisely, is meant by the quack term “detoxification”? 

What is being detoxified, from where and how?  The same applies to various 

“field” and “energy” references in pseudoscience. What are they, how are 

they generated and how can they be measured? 

 

Pseudoscience (and quackery) jargon serves to allow the promoter to sound 

scientific without actually having to define their terms or be scientific.  They 

use scientific-sounding words to confuse and distract their audience, 

whereas the “real” scientific and technical jargon serves to inform and 

improve communication efficiency.  By using terms that are unclear or 

foreign to their audience, the pseudoscientist or quack is sending the 



January 2006 

 43 

message, “This is too technical for you to understand, but it’s real science – 

trust me!” 

 

Most of the jargon used in quackery and pseudoscience has roots in real 

science, so the audience – which is usually no more scientifically literate 

than the general population (which is to say, not very) – will understand 

only that they are technical terms.  It is unlikely that many members of the 

audience will understand what the terms actually mean and even less likely 

that someone will realize that they are being used in a nonsensical fashion. 

 

Deepak Chopra is the master of obfuscation with scientific jargon, as he 

repeatedly uses terms from quantum physics in ways that show (to anyone 

who understands quantum physics – an admittedly small cohort) that he has 

little or no grasp of the subject.  But his audience eats it up because the 

jargon keeps them from seeing that the Emperor has no clothes!  They don’t 

realize that his “insights” make as much sense as saying that the square root 

of orange is purple or that the differential of watermelon is apple. 

 

 

Ad hominem – “Attacking the messenger” is a time-honored tactic in 

pseudoscience and quackery.  This is not the same as calling names, 

although it is often described as such.  Ad hominem is a logical fallacy only if 

the personal attack is the major (or only) support of your argument.  For 

example, when pseudoscientists or quacks defend their claims by asserting 

that those who disagree with them are “biased” or “incompetent”, they are 

engaged in a logical fallacy, since there is no support for their argument in 

the failings (real or imagined) of others. 

 

However, simply pointing to someone’s moral, intellectual or other failings 

(again, real or imagined) is not an ad hominem fallacy if it is not used as a 

major (or sole) support for an argument.  For example, if I state that a 

certain pseudoscientist’s arguments are false because of this data and that 

study and these flaws in his arguments AND I claim that he never bathes 
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below the collar line, that would not be an ad hominem fallacy because the 

assertion of personal flaws (i.e. his poor personal hygiene) is not a major 

support of the argument.  It might be unkind, impolite or even untrue, but 

it’s not an ad hominem fallacy. 

 

Like jargon, the ad hominem attack (or fallacy) is a smokescreen.  It is used 

to distract attention from the real issue – whether what the person has said 

is true or not – and redirects it to a spurious claim that may or may not have 

any bearing on the issue. Whether or not I bathe regularly or work for a 

pharmaceutical company or vote Republican has no bearing on the validity 

of my arguments.  The facts (should) speak for themselves. 

 

 

False Analogy – Pardon me if this section is beginning to look like the 

syllabus for Logic 101, but the claims and counterclaims of the 

pseudoscientists and quacks routinely use logical fallacies.  Logical fallacies 

are ways of confusing people and hiding a weak argument.  Since 

pseudoscience and quackery are made up entirely of weak arguments, logical 

fallacies are the only way to keep them from being exposed. 

 

The classic form of the pseudoscience and quackery false analogy is as 

follows: 

 

“Since X does Y to A, then X should do Y to [fill in the blank 
– you, your water pipes, etc.].” 

 

One that I recently came across was the claim that since a certain fungus 

caused flower bulbs to become dormant (and thereby live longer in marginal 

environments), applying that fungus to your skin would make it age slower.  

Clearly, this is a false analogy on several levels.  One, your skin is not a 

flower bulb – you are an animal, not a plant.  Secondly, making skin cells 

dormant would not necessarily be a good thing, since skin cells turn over at a 

very rapid rate. 
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You’ll note that the heart of the false analogy is that there is no data 

presented that the process happens in the way suggested (i.e., no data that 

the fungus either makes skin cells dormant or slows skin “aging”).  This 

makes as much sense as asserting that, since fertilizer makes flowers grow 

bigger and faster, it will make your child grow bigger and faster. 

 

False analogies are often more subtle – and thereby more insidious.  The 

question to ask when confronted with one is, “Have they shown the effect 

they propose, or is it just by analogy?” 

 

 

Post hoc, ergo propter hoc – “After this, therefore because of this” – 

This fallacy, extensively used in quackery, is to assign causation when none 

is actually demonstrated. The classic example is to claim that beneficial 

effects seen after giving a particular nostrum were caused by said nostrum.  

This fallacy may be used in pseudoscience, as well, but it is the principle tool 

of the quacks. 

 

Since many biological and physical phenomena have random or cyclic 

fluctuations, it is a simple matter to apply a putative “treatment” and then 

wait for the desired effect to occur naturally.  Whether it is zinc lozenges to 

speed recovery from a cold (14 days with the lozenges, two weeks without) or 

“ion injection” to cause rain, the “practitioner” need only wait for the 

inevitable and then take credit for it. 

 

With quackery, this is even more pronounced because of the effect of 

expectation.  People who expect to get relief of their symptoms will often feel 

better after “treatment” simply because they believe they are.  This often 

goes by the erroneous name of “the placebo effect”.  A more accurate term 

would be “the wishful thinking effect”, since the placebo (or useless 

nostrum) had no role except to trigger the wishful thinking. 
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Appeal to Authority – Because of their lack of data (pseudoscience and 

quackery would be real science and real medicine if they had data to support 

their claims), all pseudoscience and quackery eventually distils down to an 

appeal to an authority.  “I told you so, that’s why!” is an argument that 

should fail to satisfy people much past their 13th birthday, but it works all 

too well in some situations. 

 

The variants of Appeal to Authority most often seen in pseudoscience and 

quackery are usually from the “In my experience” group, although the 

occasional “…used in traditional Chinese/Native American/etc. medicine for 

thousands of years…” specimen is seen in quackery.  It is rare to see an 

appeal to a living outside authority in pseudoscience or quackery, although 

Linus Pauling (and other Nobel Prize laureates suffering from “Post-Nobel 

encephalopathy”) has gotten extensive use.  Dead authorities (especially 

long dead, anonymous “traditional” authorities) cannot contradict claims. 

 

 

Well, that’s all for now.  Stay tuned for further episodes! 

 

Prometheus. 
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Germany opposes Guantanamo Bay 

Monday, January 09, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/germany-opposes-guantanamo-bay.html 

 

Even after US Secretary of State, Dr Condoleeza Rice’s recent 

visit, along with her “doublespeak” on torture, German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel has remained firm and consistent in 

her opposition to Guantanamo Bay.  Days before she is due to 

meet with US President Bush, she has again expressed her 

criticism in an interview with Der Spiegel.  Mrs Merkel states: 

 

“An institution like Guantanamo can[not] 
and should not exist in the longer term.” 

 

I wholeheartedly agree.  Indeed, it almost comes as a breath of 

fresh air that a leader of a country as significant as Germany 

can unstintingly proclaim what the majority of the West 

considers to be plain commonsense.  Our own Prime Minister 

Howard should learn that uncritical acquiescence to the United 

States diminishes Australia in the eyes of both Australians and 

the people of the world. 

 

A true friend will not be a “partner in crime”.  It is time for 

Australia to be a true friend to America. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4590912.stm 

Merkel criticises Guantanamo Bay 
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German Chancellor Angela Merkel says the US detention camp at 

Guantanamo Bay “should not exist”, in an interview days before she meets 

George W Bush. 

 

In the interview to be published on Monday, Mrs Merkel criticises the US 

camp in Cuba, saying “different ways” should be found to deal with 

prisoners. 

 

Her visit to Washington is her first since she took office in November. 

 

Mrs Merkel hopes to improve relations with the US, which were strained 

when Gerhard Schroeder opposed the Iraq war. 

 

Mrs Merkel told the German magazine Der Spiegel: “An institution like 

Guantanamo can and should not exist in the longer term. 

 

“Different ways and means must be found for dealing with these prisoners.” 

 

At a news conference on Saturday, Mrs Merkel defended her comments, but 

said she would not demand the immediate closure of the camp when she 

meets with President Bush next week. 

 

“That’s my opinion and my view and I’ll say it elsewhere just as I have 

expressed it here,” she said. 

 

“My talks with leaders of other countries don’t consist of my expressing 

demands but of exchanging views.” 

 

The chancellor told Der Spiegel she expected to speak to Mr Bush about the 

fight against terrorism. 

 

“But I want to accentuate that our relationship with the US will not be 

reduced to talking about fighting terrorism and the Iraq war,” she said. 
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Mrs Merkel’s Social Democrat partners in the coalition government 

welcomed her condemnation of Guantanamo. 

 

“The Guantanamo camp must be closed.  The Guantanamo system was and 

still is bad,” said the party’s parliamentary leader Walter Kolbow. 

 

“It was and remains in contradiction with the agreements and standards of 

international law.” 

 

Human rights campaigners have expressed growing concern about the 

treatment of inmates at Guantanamo. 

 

The Bush administration has denied allegations of abuse at Guantanamo, 

insisting it does not torture prisoners. 
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H5N1 bird flu reaches Turkish capital 

Tuesday, January 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/h5n1-bird-flu-reaches-turkish-capital.html 

 

It was recently confirmed that three children of the same family 

in the eastern Turkish city of Dogubeyazit died from the H5N1 

avian influenza.  Reports at that time was that there were a 

number of other cases (though unsubstantiated) as well. 

 

Two children and an adult have tested positive for bird flu in 

the Turkish capital Ankara; as reported in BBC News on 8 

January 2005.  By the 9 January 2005, New Scientist reported 

that the Turkish Ministry of Health have revealed that there 

 
Turkey (image from Google Earth) 
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were 14 cases of human bird flu; with some 30 people receiving 

treatment in the eastern province of Van, and about 100 people 

waiting the results of testing! 

 

Although no officials have suggested at this point of the 

emergence of a “humanised” variant of the virus, one does have 

to be suspicious in light of the apparent rapid emergence in the 

number of cases in Turkey.  Avian influenza, after all, has been 

in pandemic levels in birds in parts of South East Asia and in 

China. 

 

It has been suggested that there may be a more virulent form of 

the virus in Turkey.  There is an alternative hypothesis which 

would be nice if it were true; that bird flu might be much less 

lethal in humans that previous feared and that there were many 

previously undiagnosed (and hence unknown) human 

infections of H5N1. 

 

Nevertheless, it seems clear that in some people, even if they 

were previously well, H5N1 avian flu results in a devastating 

infection.  That there are many undiagnosed cases (meaning 

that it is easier to spread and easier to catch than assumed) is 

not a comforting thought either. 

 

Source articles 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn8554 

Human bird flu cases spread in Turkey 

 17:32 09 January 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 
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 Shaoni Bhattacharya 

 

Many more suspected human bird flu cases are appearing in Turkey, 

prompting worries that the outbreak in birds may be more widespread than 

thought.  The new human cases are also spreading across the country – 

edging further westwards towards Europe. 

 

The Turkish Ministry of Health has said there are now 14 human cases of 

avian influenza.  Many more patients have been hospitalised and are being 

tested for the deadly H5N1 strain of bird flu.  Some 30 patients are being 

treated in a hospital in the eastern province of Van – where the first bird flu 

deaths occurred in a brother and sister in early January.  Another sister from 

the same family is also thought to have died of bird flu but this has not yet 

been confirmed by laboratory tests. 

 

One hundred people are awaiting test results for bird flu, including 10 in 

Istanbul.  Only four human cases have been confirmed in the lab, said the 

World Health Organization on Saturday.  At that point, outbreaks had been 

confirmed in birds in six provinces in eastern and southeastern Turkey.  But 

by Sunday evening, this had spread to 10 of Turkey’s 81 provinces.  There are 

now outbreaks in the north and centre of the country. 

 

The sudden outbreak of many cases among humans in Turkey might suggest 

the virus had in fact been circulating in birds for some time, suggests a WHO 

expert.  Reports of H5N1 in turkeys in Turkey first emerged in October 

2005.  Given the known number of bird outbreaks, the 14 human cases since 

then appears disproportionately high, notes Klaus Stöhr, coordinator of 

WHO’s influenza programme.  In east Asia, where there have been many 

bird outbreaks, there have been 142 human cases of H5N1 since 2003. 

 

More vicious strain? 

The disproportionate levels of human and animal cases in Turkey points to 

two possibilities, Stöhr said.  Either the virus in Turkey is a new strain that is 
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more easily picked up by humans, or it is the same strain but has been 

circulating for some time undetected. 

 

He says it is less likely that the virus has mutated to a more virulent form as 

there was no increase in cases among the contacts of the first children who 

died of the disease in Van province. 

 

“If we were dealing with a virus of a different characteristic, with higher 

transmissibility between humans, we would have first seen more cases 

among healthcare workers, among the playmates of these children, more 

cases in the village, than what we are seeing now.” 

 

He said it was more likely the disease was more widespread than thought in 

birds and that surveillance had not picked this up.  However, he stressed 

that there was “currently too little data” to rule out a mutation in the virus. A 

team from WHO arrived in eastern Turkey on Monday to investigate. 

 

All the cases of bird flu in humans so far have followed close contact with 

diseased poultry, says WHO. 

 

“Contact between people and poultry has likely increased during the present 

cold weather, when the custom among many rural households is to bring 

poultry into their homes,” says WHO.  “Tests have shown that the virus can 

survive in bird faeces for at least 35 days at low temperatures (below 4°C).” 

 

 

New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn8555 

Bird flu might be less deadly than feared 

 21:00 09 January 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Debora MacKenzie 

 

H5N1 bird flu may be less deadly to people than feared, suggests a study in 

Vietnam, although the results will require more work to confirm. 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 54 

 

This might be good news if H5N1 ever starts spreading more readily among 

humans. But it is bad news if it means there are far more human infections 

with the virus, as it means more opportunities for the virus to adapt to 

humans. 

 

To date, about half the people confirmed to have H5N1 have died – a 

terrifying fatality rate.  By comparison the 1918 pandemic flu virus killed just 

3% it made ill.  But it is possible that many mild or symptom-free H5N1 

infections have gone undetected, meaning the real fatality rate is lower. 

 

One way of uncovering unreported H5N1 infections is to look for antibodies 

to the virus.  Tests on nurses and doctors who have tended H5N1 patients 

have generally failed to turn up such antibodies. 

 

But what scientists do not know is whether people can catch it from sick 

poultry – as nearly all the severe cases so far have – and not fall seriously ill.  

The grandfather of people who fell ill with H5N1 in Vietnam in 2005 had 

antibodies but showed no known symptoms, as have a handful of Japanese 

and Hong Kong workers culling infected chickens.  But this might have been 

after exposure to dead virus, and not from live virus infection. 

 

‘Someone else’s problem’ 

The new data come from a health study of 45,000 people in Hay Tay 

province, just south of Hanoi, conducted by Anna Thorson and colleagues 

from the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, Sweden, since 2003.  In 2004 

the region was struck by H5N1 bird flu, though none of the study’s 

participants fell ill. 

 

Subjects were asked about any flu-like illness in the preceding months and 

their exposure to poultry.  They found that adults aged 19 to 45 were twice as 

likely to have had a flu-like illness if they had handled sick or dead poultry 
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than if they had simply had sick poultry around the house, or no sick birds at 

all. 

 

Cases also clustered in families, as have severe cases.  “Awareness of bird flu 

in humans was very low and considered ‘something that happens to others’ 

at the time of the study in 2004,” says Thorson.  That makes it less likely 

that people who handled sick chickens were worried about flu, and so 

inclined to imagine having it. 

 

There were no blood samples taken, but the team calculated that there could 

have been 750 cases of mild H5N1 in the group. 

 

But Jeremy Farrar, head of Oxford University’s Clinical Research Unit in Ho 

Chi Minh City, Vietnam, cautions that flu-like illnesses are common.  

“Without knowing whether these people have antibodies to H5N1, you can’t 

really draw any firm conclusions from these results,” he told New Scientist. 

 

Thorson agrees antibody work is needed.  “We want to do it,” she said. “The 

main problem with a follow-up is probably the [low] sensitivity of the 

antibody test.” 

 

Antibody studies of healthy people in areas with H5N1 outbreaks are now 

underway, says Farrar. 
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Critique of the United States Army in Iraq 

Saturday, January 14, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/critique-of-united-states-army-in-iraq.html 

 

When I wrote the article: “US is its own worse enemy” on the 

4th January 2006, I naturally thought that I was right.  

Nevertheless, when you go out on a limb to state an unpopular 

opinion, you do have to carefully consider if the “majority” is 

actually right after all. 

 

This was answered by an almost identically titled article in the 

Sydney Morning Herald a week later.  A senior British Army 

officer, Brigadier Nigel Aylwin-Foster has written a “scathing 

critique” of the United States Army, accusing it of: 

 

“…cultural ignorance, moralistic self-
righteousness, unproductive micro-
management and unwarranted 
optimism.” 

 

Interestingly enough, and perhaps, as the silver lining in this 

woeful tale is that his article was published by the US Army 

magazine the Military Review.  I hope that the US takes serious 

note of the criticism from its closest military ally. 

 

Imperialism has been a dirty word since the second half of the 

twentieth century.  Although the United States denies any 

imperialistic intent, the aims and goals of its foreign policy tell 

the world otherwise. 
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Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2006/01/11/1136956242189.html 

US Army its own worst enemy: British officer 

January 12, 2006 

 

A senior British Army officer has written a scathing critique of the US Army 

and its performance in Iraq, accusing it of cultural ignorance, moralistic self-

righteousness, unproductive micromanagement and unwarranted optimism. 

 

His publisher: the US Army. 

 

In an article published this week in the army magazine Military Review, 

Brigadier Nigel Aylwin-Foster, who was deputy commander of a program to 

train the Iraqi military, said American officers in Iraq displayed such 

“cultural insensitivity” that it “arguably amounted to institutional racism” 

and may have spurred the growth of the insurgency. 

 

The US Army has been slow to adapt its tactics, he argues, and its approach 

during the early stages of the occupation “exacerbated the task it now faces 

by alienating significant sections of the population”. 

 

The army magazine’s decision to publish the essay – which has already 

provoked an intense reaction among US officers – is part of a broader self-

examination in many parts of the force as it approaches the end of its third 

year in Iraq. 

 

The army was full of soldiers showing qualities such as patriotism, duty, 

passion and talent, writes Brigadier Aylwin-Foster. 

 

“Yet it seemed weighed down by bureaucracy, a stiflingly hierarchical 

outlook, a predisposition to offensive operations, and a sense that duty 

required all issues to be confronted head-on.” 
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Those traits reflect the army’s traditional focus on conventional wars and are 

seen by some experts as less appropriate for counterinsurgency, which they 

say needs patience, cultural understanding and a willingness to use 

innovative, counterintuitive approaches. 

 

In counterinsurgency campaigns, Brigadier Aylwin-Foster says, “the quick 

solution is often the wrong one”. 

 

He argues that intense conformism and overly centralised decision-making 

slowed the army’s operations in Iraq, giving the enemy time to respond. 

 

The army’s can-do spirit also encouraged a “damaging optimism” that 

interfered with realistic assessments. 

 

“I think he’s an insufferable British snob,” responded Colonel Kevin Benson, 

commander of the US Army’s School of Advanced Military Studies. 

 

President George Bush on Tuesday announced plans to hand over control of 

more than half of Iraq to the Iraqi military by the end of the year. 

 

Iraqi forces already control nearly half of Baghdad province as well as 

“sectors” of Iraqi territory in four other regions. 

 

“In the year ahead, we will continue handing more territory to Iraqi forces, 

with the goal of having the Iraqis in control of more territory than the 

coalition by the end of 2006,” Mr Bush said in an address to the Veterans of 

Foreign Wars. 
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Photography officially gone digital 

Saturday, January 14, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/photography-officially-gone-digital.html 

 

The old stalwart of 35mm 

film photography Nikon, 

has decided that it will 

discontinue almost all of 

its 35mm film range of 

cameras and focus almost 

entirely on digital. 

 

Though there are those that will cling to film, the writing is on 

the wall.  For general consumers, digital cameras are better 

than film.  IMHO, this has been true for at least 2-3 years.  If 

you are going to get your photos developed as 4” x 6” prints at 

the local “1 hour” minilab, almost any decent digital camera (3 

megapixels and up) of the last 3 years will provide better quality 

shots. 

 

Nikon will continue to sell their flagship film model the F6 and 

the manual FM10. 

 

Source article 
Digital Photography Review: 

http://www.dpreview.com/news/0601/06011201nikon_news.asp 

Nikon to focus on digital 

Thursday, 12 January 2006  10:25 

 

 
Nikon F6 
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Nikon UK has made an interesting announcement titled ‘Nikon prepares to 

strengthen digital line-up for 2006’ that signals the beginning of the end of 

nearly 60 years of Nikon film cameras.  Nikon Corp has made the decision to 

‘focus management resources’ on digital cameras in place of film cameras, 

and is discontinuing most film camera bodies, manual focus lenses and 

accessories, and all large format and enlarging lenses.  In Europe only the 

flagship F6 film camera will remain on sale. 

 

Press Release: 

Nikon prepares to strengthen digital line-up for 2006 

Wednesday January 11, 2006 

 

Following the success of our digital line-up over the last seven years, which 

has resulted in more than 95% of Nikon’s UK business being within the 

digital area, Nikon Corporation has made the decision to focus management 

resources on digital cameras in place of film cameras.  This decision will 

allow Nikon to continue to develop products that match the demands of an 

increasingly competitive market place. 

 

Despite this growing competition Nikon Corporation has continued to 

outperform the market, and has recently reported positive financial results 

which saw group net profit climb by 20% in the fiscal first half which ended 

in September.  Group sales also increased by 9.8% to 342.85 billion yen in 

the same period.  Sales of high end digital SLR cameras and the success of 

products like the D70s and D50 have helped contribute to these positive 

figures. 

 

As the film camera market shrinks and the popularity of compact digital 

cameras increases, demand for products that offer advanced features and 

extra value is continuing to grow.  High performance digital SLR cameras 

are performing well as users shift from film-based SLR cameras or upgrade 

from compact digital cameras to digital SLR cameras. 
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As a result of the new strategy Nikon will discontinue production of all 

lenses for large format cameras and enlarging lenses with sales of these 

products ceasing as soon as they run out of stock.  This also applies to most 

of our film camera bodies, interchangeable manual focus lenses and related 

accessories.  Although Nikon anticipates that the products will still be in 

retail distribution up to Summer 2006. 

 

In recognition of Nikon’s commitment to professional photographers we will 

continue to manufacturer and sell the F6, our flagship film model, as well as 

a number of manual interchangeable lenses.  Sales of the manual FM10 will 

also continue outside Europe. 
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US air strike in Pakistan 

Monday, January 16, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/us-air-strike-in-pakistan.html 

 

The United States, has once again “shot itself in the foot” in its 

“war against terror”. 

 

Earlier this week, the United States launched an air strike 

within Pakistan, apparently targeting Al-Qaeda’s deputy leader 

Ayman al-Zawahiri.  The result is sadly what we have come to 

expect of American military “intelligence”.  Al-Zawahiri was not 

there, and 18 civilians were killed.  Among the dead were five 

women and five children. 

 

Pakistan has been one the strongest allies of the United States 

in the region.  To take such reckless and lethal action within an 

urban area is sheer arrogance.  The utter lack of respect for 

Pakistan’s sovereignty is characteristic of US foreign policy. 

 

Let us take one moment to consider how these events would be 

perceived to the people of the village of Damodola in Pakistan 

by a hypothetical reversal.  If Pakistani military operatives 

launched a military action using missiles on a house in Florida, 

which was suspected of harbouring a dangerous Pakistani 

criminal and in the process killed 18 American civilians, how 

would this be taken by the Western world? 

 



January 2006 

 63 

It would reasonably be taken as an act of “state sponsored 

terrorism” and there would be a suggestion of military action 

against the Pakistani government. 

 

The concept of “universality” should be applied in our moral 

reasoning.  This military incursion within Pakistan is an 

example of “state sponsored terrorism”, only one performed by 

the United States. 

 

Source article 
Yahoo! News: http://news.yahoo.com/s/afp/20060115/pl_afp/pakistanusattacksqaeda 

Anger in Pakistan over US air strike 

Sun Jan 15, 1:07 AM ET 

 

DAMADOLA, Pakistan (AFP) – Tribal police patrolled restive villages after 

Pakistan formally protested to the United States at a deadly air strike 

targeting Al-Qaeda’s deputy leader that killed 18 people. 

 

Pakistani officials said earlier indications from US intelligence sources that a 

key lieutenant of Osama bin Laden, possibly his number two Ayman al-

Zawahiri, may have died in Friday’s missile raid were “not true”. 

 

Tensions remained high near the village of Damadola, the site of the attack 

in the Bajur tribal area on the Afghan border, after police teargassed 

thousands of protesters who torched a US-funded aid agency office 

Saturday. 

 

“We are the victims of infidel forces and God will destroy the infidels,” wept 

70-year-old villager Mohammad Rahim Khan, whose three grandchildren 

were killed in one of the three blasts reported by residents. 
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“The US cannot do this without Pakistan’s support. We are leaving it to God 

to give us justice,” said the children’s father, 35-year-old Mohammed Khan. 

 

Residents said five women and five children were among the dead and that 

all were tribespeople, although the death toll and the identities of the dead 

have not yet all been established. 

 

The leader of top Pakistani religious-based party Jamaat-e-Islami, Qazi 

Hussain Ahmad, called for a nationwide strike on Sunday in protest at the 

deaths. 

 

Pakistan’s foreign ministry said it had summoned US Ambassador Ryan 

Crocker on Saturday and handed over a formal protest about the incident. 

 

“According to preliminary investigations there was foreign presence in the 

area and that in all probability was targeted from across the border in 

Afghanistan,” a ministry statement said. 

 

“As a result of this act there has been loss of innocent civilian lives which we 

condemn.” 

 

Information Minister Sheikh Rashid said the missile raid was “highly 

condemnable”. 

 

In Khar, which is the main town in the Bajur area and close to Damadola, an 

estimated 5,000 people demonstrating against the killings on Saturday were 

dispersed by police firing teargas shells. 

 

The formal protest is the second lodged by Pakistan with its key “war on 

terror” ally the United States for alleged incursion into its tribal region 

bordering Afghanistan this month. 
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The US Defense Department denied that the US military had carried out any 

attacks in the area. 

 

Pakistan forbids military operations by foreign forces in its territory. 

 

But US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sources said Saturday they had 

unconfirmed indications that a key target, possibly bin Laden’s Egyptian 

deputy and chief ideologue, died in a raid by a US Predator drone in 

Pakistan. 

 

Citing US defense sources, US television network NBC said the strike had 

targeted the 55-year-old Zawahiri. 

 

But senior Pakistani government and intelligence officials said Zawahiri was 

thought not to have been in the area at the time of the air strike. 

 

The CIA is known to conduct operations along the Afghan border in the hunt 

for bin Laden and his deputies, thought to have fled Afghanistan when US-

led forces overthrew the hardline Taliban regime in late 2001. 
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Saddam trial wallowing in disrepute 

Friday, January 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/saddam-trial-wallowing-in-disrepute.html 

 

The farcical journey that is the 

Saddam trial wallows even 

deeper in the mud.  Chief Judge 

Rizgar Amin who has been the 

model of patience and politeness 

(but not authority) in the court 

has resigned from the tribunal.  

With him goes the last shred of 

what was little left of legitimacy 

that the court held. 

 

Replacing Amin as Chief Judge is Said Hameesh.  I do not know 

the facts, but before the trial has even be reconvened, he is 

already mired by accusations that he was a member of the 

Saddam’s former ruling Baath party and that he should be 

removed from the case.  These are serious charges with the 

executive director of the Iraq Commission already having sent a 

formal objection to the Iraqi High Tribunal. 

 

This trial cannot and has not been insulated from the politics 

and sectarian violence that characterises modern day Iraq.  

Justice cannot be served while the very process is under attack 

from all sides. 

 

 
Former Chief Justice 

Rizgar Amin 
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As per my article in 2005, I believe that the current trial must 

be abandoned and re-held elsewhere. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4625470.stm 

New Saddam judge ‘should resign’ 

 

The wrangle over the judges is damaging the trial’s credibility 

 

The body set up to remove Baath party members from positions of power in 

Iraq has raised objections against the judge in charge of Saddam Hussein’s 

trial. 

 

The Iraq Commission said Said Hameesh was a member of the former ruling 

party and should be barred from the case. 

 

Mr Hameesh, who is due to chair the panel of judges when the trial resumes 

next week, has denied being a Baathist. 

 

The chief judge, Rizgar Amin, quit last week, accusing the government of 

interfering in the case. 

 

A permanent replacement has not been named yet but Mr Hameesh will 

preside over the case next week as he is the most senior remaining judge on 

the panel of five. 

 

‘No relationship’ 

Iraq Commission chief Ali Faisal called for him to resign, saying he was the 

subject of a de-Baathification inquiry. 

 

“His presence in this court violates the statutes... and he must be replaced,” 

he said. 

 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 68 

Ali al-Lami, the Iraq Commission’s executive director, said a formal 

objection had been sent to the Iraqi High Tribunal. 

 

While the judge was not immediately available for comment, chief 

prosecutor Jaafar al-Moussawi defended him, saying court officials would 

want to see evidence before withdrawing support for him. 

 

“Hameesh denies having any relationship with the Baath party,” he told 

Reuters news agency. 

 

“The Commission... must provide its evidence to prove its credibility.” 

 

Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis were members of the ruling party, many of 

them saying it was necessary for practical reasons such as career 

advancement. 

 

The latest accusation is the second serious blow to the credibility of the trial 

within days, say analysts, following the disappearance of its most well-

known figure from the judges’ bench. 

 

Former Iraqi president Saddam Hussein and seven members of his regime 

are being tried over the killing of 148 people in Dujail in 1982.  The 

defendants all deny the charges. 
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Aspirin good in both men and women 

Friday, January 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/aspirin-good-in-both-men-and-women.html 

 

A problem in many drug trials is that sometimes there are large 

gender biases, i.e., the trial cohort has many more men than 

women.  There is a danger in extrapolating results to from men 

to women. 

 

The use of aspirin in the reduction of cardiovascular risk in 

health adults is a good example.  Although the use of aspirin in 

patients with established cardiovascular disease is without 

much doubt known to be beneficial, its use in primary 

prevention needs to be somewhat more considered.  It has been 

shown in the past that aspirin does reduce the risk of heart 

attacks in men.  However, it was simply assumed that there 

would be a similar benefit in women.  Assumptions, however, 

are dangerous in medicine. 

 

In recent years there has been increasingly solid evidence that 

the effects of aspirin are different between genders.  In March 

2005, I reported on a study published in the New England 

Journal of Medicine (NEJM) that demonstrated that aspirin 

reduced the risk of strokes, but not heart attacks in healthy 

women in their 40s and 50s (the converse is true for men).  At 

that time, the evidence of usage of aspirin for primary 

prevention in women was deemed to be weak. 
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A recent large US study published in the Journal of the 

American Medical Association (JAMA) on both healthy men 

and women, however, has demonstrated that both sexes benefit 

from aspirin, though in different ways.  Similar to the previous 

study, it predominantly reduced the risk of heart attacks in men 

and strokes in women and in both genders, reduced the risk in 

cardiovascular events by 12-14%; not insignificant considering 

the large burden of cardiovascular disease in the West. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4619614.stm 

Sex difference in aspirin effect 

 

Taking aspirin can cut the risk of cardiovascular disease in both sexes – but 

seems to work differently for men and women, research suggests. 

 

An analysis by Duke University in North Carolina of more than 95,000 

patients found aspirin can cut the risk of heart attack and stroke in healthy 

people. 

 

However, the drug seemed particularly to cut the risk of heart attack in men, 

and stroke in women. 

 

The study features in the Journal of the American Medical Association. 

 

It also found that the use of aspirin carries an increased risk of internal 

bleeding among both sexes, but only in a small minority of cases. 

 

Lead researcher Dr Jeffrey Berger said much of the previous studies into the 

beneficial effects of aspirin on the cardiovascular system had looked only at 

men. 
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As a result, he said, some doctors had been reluctant to prescribe the drug 

for women because there was such little data. 

 

“But now, the combined data of recent trials involving women demonstrates 

that women can benefit just as much from aspirin therapy as men.” 

 

Big analysis 

The Duke researchers examined data from six clinical trials including a total 

of 95,456 patients, of which 51,342 were women. 

 

The analysis revealed that aspirin conferred a 12% reduction in risk in 

cardiovascular events for women, and a 14% reduction for men. 

 

Among the 51,342 women in the analysis, there were 625 strokes and 469 

heart attacks. Among the 44,114 men, there were 597 strokes and 1,023 

heart attacks. 

 

Dr Berger said: “Our findings are particularly noteworthy in that aspirin’s 

main beneficial effects appeared to be the reduction in the risk of stroke for 

women and reduction in the risk of heart attacks for men. 

 

“The relatively small number of heart attacks among women and strokes 

among men suggest that more research is needed to better understand any 

differences in cardiovascular responses to aspirin.” 

 

The analysis also found routine aspirin use for an average of 6.4 years would 

lead to 2.5 major bleeding events per 1,000 women and 3 major bleeding 

events per 1,000 men. 

 

Conflicting findings 

Belinda Linden, of the British Heart Foundation, said: “Aspirin helps to stop 

platelets in our blood from sticking together and so prevents clots from 

forming. 
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“There are clear benefits from taking aspirin if you have, or are at high risk 

of having, heart and circulatory disease.” 

 

Ms Linden said there had been increasing interest in whether aspirin could 

also benefit people without any obvious heart and circulatory disease. 

 

She said research had produced conflicting results, suggesting aspiring was 

not beneficial enough to merit wider use among the general population. 

 

“Although we must always be aware of new research in this important area, 

it should be noted that aspirin can occasionally lead to bleeding or an 

allergic reaction and therefore should only be prescribed when its benefits 

clearly outweigh the risks.” 
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VideoHelp.com Short Film Competition 

Saturday, January 21, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/videohelpcom-short-film-competition.html 

 

In late 2005, I had the pleasure of organising the inaugural 

VideoHelp.com Short Film Competition.  Submissions were due 

on December 15, 2005 and the prize winning short films will be 

announced in a week upon completion of public voting for the 

“Member’s Choice” award. 

 

Many of the entries to the competition were highly imaginative. 

The “theme” word of the competition was “Baldrick”; after the 

pseudonym used by the administrator of VideoHelp.com 

(which in turn was inspired by the same named character in the 

brilliant British comedy “Blackadder”). 

 

I bring to you then, my favourite four short films from the 

competition.  The following short film have been re-encoded to 

AVI using the XviD codec for video and MP3 for audio. 

 

The Cunning Plan 

Download here (15.0 MB) 

5m 45s 

Author: Kristy Linderholm 

Blurb: It ain’t easy bein’ 

Baldrick. 
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Paul’s Reverie 

Download here (13.6 MB) 

5m 53s 

Author: Thomas Shaddox 

Blurb: The dreams ... work ... 

deadlocked for control. 

 

Good day 

Download here (18.1 MB) 

4m 42s 

Author: Mani Ghodratnama 

Blurb: This short film is about a 

person having nightmares about 

the every day life he is facing and 

the problems and fears he has in his mind confronting real life.  

When he woke up he has to accept what is real and try to forget 

the fears and to think positively about another day he has to go 

through. 

 

Wasp 

Download here (8.71 MB) 

3m 52s 

Author: Bo Johansen 

Blurb: After being attacked by a 

wasp-colored space ship an alien 

is forced to land on earth... 
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New Chief Judge in Saddam case 

Tuesday, January 24, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/new-chief-judge-in-saddam-case.html 

 

After the resignation of the previous presiding judge in the case, 

Judge Said Hameesh was named as the interim replacement.  

However, this had been shrouded in controversy as it was 

alleged that Judge Hameesh was a member of Saddam’s Baath 

party. 

 

The solution to this conundrum was revealed recently, with the 

appointment of another Kurdish judge to the court.  Judge 

Raouf Abdul Rahman was drawn from another court entirely 

and has not been previously involved in the case.  My source 

BBC News article states that: 

 

“…the uncertainty about his [Judge 
Rizgar’s] replacement has damaged the 
court’s credibility.” 

 

Interestingly, I think that this is both an under and 

overstatement simultaneously.  It is an understatement as the 

appointment of someone to the leading role of this case, who 

has not been previously involved, nullifies the relevance of the 

proceedings to this point.  Arguably, the testimony and 

evidence revealed until Judge Rahman’s first sitting might as 

well have never existed.  It is overstatement as the credibility of 

the court has been so diminished that almost nothing could 

lower it any further. 
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Saddam Hussein was a tyrant who committed horrendous acts 

towards his own people.  However, even he deserves a fair and 

just trial; or the converse, his victims deserve one.  Justice will 

not be served unless Saddam’s crimes are exposed under the 

dispassionate stare of truth revealed in a fair and honest court. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/4639488.stm 

Iraq court names new Saddam judge 

 

The court trying ousted Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein has appointed a new 

presiding judge, a court official said. 

 

He is Raouf Abdul Rahman, a Kurd from the town of Halabja, drawn from 

another court entirely, the official said. 

 

He replaces former chief judge Rizgar Amin, also a Kurd, who resigned after 

complaining of government interference. 

 

The trial of Saddam Hussein and seven co-defendants is set to resume on 

Tuesday.  They are charged over the 1982 killing of 148 people in Dujail. 

 

All eight defendants deny charges of murder and torture. 

 

If found guilty, Saddam Hussein could face the death penalty. 

 

Confusion 

The appointment of Judge Abdul Rahman is an interim measure, 

investigating Judge Raed al-Juhi told reporters, while efforts continue to try 

to secure Judge Rizgar’s return. 
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Judge Abdul Rahman, 64, has not previously been on the five-judge panel 

hearing Saddam Hussein’s case. 

 

He was born in Halabja where Saddam Hussein’s security forces are accused 

of killing about 5,000 Kurdish Iraqis in a chemical gas attack in 1988. 

 

The ongoing trial is not dealing with the Halabja massacre. 

 

Last week, it was reported that the number two on the panel, Said Hameesh, 

would be promoted to fill the vacant chairman’s position. 

 

However, he quickly become the subject of complaints from an Iraqi body 

responsible for blocking members of the former ruling Baath party from 

public office.  He denied that he was a member of the Baath party. 

 

Because of security concerns, only Judges Rizgar and Hameesh had been 

identified as members of the five-judge panel. 

 

The court is due to reconvene for its eighth session on Tuesday.  

Correspondents say Judge Rizgar’s resignation and the uncertainty about his 

replacement him has damaged the court’s credibility. 

 

Judge Rizgar resigned after being criticised in the Iraqi media for appearing 

“too soft” on the defendants by tolerating their outbursts in court. 
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Political cartoonist Alan Moir 

Tuesday, January 31, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/01/political-cartoonist-alan-moir.html 

 

One of the things that I enjoy in the Sydney Morning Herald is 

looking at the cartoon by Alan Moir.  Political cartoonists must 

have one of the best jobs in the world.  Not only are they plying 

their trade as an artist and cartoonist, they are also bringing 

forth a political or social statement.  The old adage that “a 

picture is worth a thousand words” is more often than not true 

under the pen and brush of a political cartoonist. 

 

The following from the past week is one of my favourites.  It 

just rings so true that I wonder why more of the world cannot 

see it.  On the debate of nuclear arms, the United States has no 

moral authority. 

Illustration by Alan Moir 
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The ideal of the Australian hero 

Thursday, February 02, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/ideal-of-australian-hero.html 

 

Amongst the fallout of the 

Cronulla riots on December 11, 

2005 was the revelation of an 

ugly side of Australia.  It strikes 

as the very “core” of the 

mythology of the “Australian 

spirit”. 

 

On one side, there was open and unabashed support of white 

supremacy dogma by Australians of Anglo-Saxon decent.  

Though much of “middle” or “mainstream” Australia has since 

recoiled in disgust of the racial violence against “Wogs” and 

“Lebs” in the riot, one cannot forget that during the week 

leading up these same sentiments had widespread if not 

popular support.  True, they were given the more socially 

acceptable euphemisms of “community action” and “Australian 

pride” but one needed only to scratch the surface to see the 

glaring and obvious reality. 

 

On the other side, the revenge attacks by gangs of “Middle 

Eastern” youths was equally racially motivated and targeted 

against unsuspecting “Anglos”.  Contrary to apologists on the 

other side of the fence, that these were reactionary attacks is no 

justification at all.  Mob justice is never justice. 

 
An Australian Hero 
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The now infamous “SMS” message spread by mobile phone was 

repeatedly announced by well known radio personality Alan 

Jones, published in the popular Sydney newspapers as well as 

shown on prime time television on Channel Nine’s “A Current 

Affair”.  All things considered, the popular press was incredibly 

reckless and more than a touch naive.  Though arguably neither 

the press nor the radio “shock-jocks” can be blamed as the sole 

“cause” of the violence, they must be apportioned part of the 

responsibility.  One does not fan the flames before a powder-

keg.  The mass media not only ensured that the entire 

population of Sydney was aware of the impending race riot, but 

also gave it a convenient time and location.  With the stage so 

beautifully set, the actors came in the hundreds and performed 

on cue to the expectant cameras. 

 

The “Australian ideal” is perhaps different for different people.  

However, I have come be believe that most people do not feel 

too different from me.  An “Australian” is fair minded, tolerant, 

easy going, generous of spirit; he is not vindictive, always 

willing to forgive and forget, humble, and though not 

considered ambitious by some nevertheless has a quiet strength 

of character. 

 

Heroes have been few and far between during this saga.  All the 

same, between the lines of conflict there are glimmers of 

courage and true “Australian” heroism.  In the immediate few 

days after the Cronulla riot I remember reading a short account 
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of the man who stood up before the vindictive mob denouncing 

it as racist.  He was beaten away quickly.  Though nameless and 

his actions only rated a sentence or two within the article, here 

was an example of true bravery. 

 

The second story is that of Ahmed Jajieh, son of Lebanese 

migrants and a bricklayer from Liverpool.  An article that I can 

hardly believe could have been written by Miranda Devine (who 

is known for her conservative right wing opinions) in the 

Sydney Morning Herald describes how he fought and held off 

up to 30 men of “Middle Eastern appearance” from bashing a 

hapless 35 year old white man to death. 

 

Although it has come to light that this story may not be entirely 

factually true insofar as Jajieh’s motivations, it is still “true” 

from the sense of the “Australian spirit”.  For while there are 

Australians willing to throw off the shackles of sectarianism and 

stand for the cause of the “Australian ideal”, we will be able to 

overcome these social problems.  Multiculturalism is alive in 

Australia.  It is diverse and splendid. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2006/01/21/1137734189862.html 

How one man defied a Cronulla mob 

By Miranda Devine 

January 22, 2006 
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LIVERPOOL bricklayer Ahmed Jajieh was yesterday revealed as the hero 

who held off up to 30 men who were bashing a man in Cronulla on 

December 12, the night after race riots at the southern beach suburb. 

 

The 24-year-old junior rugby league coach and son of Lebanese migrants 

can clearly be seen in security footage, released by police last week, bravely 

fending off men of Middle-Eastern appearance who were attacking 35-year-

old electrician Steve B in the doorway of a youth hostel. 

 

Steve, who does not want his full name published, sustained a hairline 

fracture of his arm, an injured knee and head abrasions in the assault. 

 

“I felt sorry for the guy.  It’s not right – 30 blokes on one person,” Mr Jajieh 

said.  “I jumped out of my car and pulled everyone out of the way and said, 

‘Piss off.  Leave him alone.”’ 

 

The footage shows Mr Jajieh, who is 186 centimetres tall and weighs 115 

kilograms, hauling smaller men out of the way before standing guard over 

Steve, who was lying on the ground, semi-conscious. 

 

“I feared for my life,” said Mr Jajieh.  “They could have attacked me and they 

were calling me a f---ing dog, saying ‘Why did you jump in?’ 

 

“But I am Australian and I am not captured by my background.  I was born 

here.” 

 

Mr Jajieh was one of hundreds of young men who had flocked to the 

Lakemba mosque earlier that day in response to a rumour it was to be 

attacked.  Later, at Punchbowl Park, he tried to dissuade a group from 

driving to Cronulla to take revenge for attacks on Lebanese-Australians the 

previous day.  “I was saying, we don’t need to go to Cronulla, we don’t need 

any more blokes to get locked up.  We already got a bad name.  Let the cops 

sort it out.” 
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But the hotheads set off for Cronulla and Mr Jajieh drove home.  Halfway 

there, he had second thoughts: “I thought if I go home someone might get 

killed.  I wanted to make sure nothing happened.” 

 

He turned around and drove to Cronulla, arriving as the attack on Steve 

began. 

 

He says he left Steve lying in the doorway before police arrived because he 

was afraid they would blame him for the assault, as he has a criminal record 

dating back to his teenage years. 

 

Yesterday afternoon, Mr Jajieh presented himself at Fairfield police station 

for questioning over a matter believed to be related to the Cronulla riots.  

His family was arranging for a solictor to join him. 

 

Source: The Sun-Herald 
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Inhalable insulin developed 

Sunday, February 05, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/inhalable-insulin-developed.html 

 

Diabetes mellitus was once a fatal disease.  Those unfortunately 

children with “type I” diabetes would almost certainly not 

survive their first episode of diabetic ketoacidosis.  In type I 

diabetes, the body’s own immune system attacks the insulin 

producing cells in the pancreas.  Without insulin the body has 

difficulty transporting the glucose in the blood into body tissues 

where it is needed for energy.  The high concentration of sugar 

in the blood leads to damage to small and large blood vessels 

and subsequently to organs and tissues; like the eyes, kidneys, 

skin and nerves. 

 

The discovery of the hormone insulin was a gigantic step 

forward in the treatment in diabetes.  If the blood sugar levels 

are controlled well by injections of insulin, a person suffering 

from type I diabetes could have a near normal lifespan. 

 

Unfortunately, self-administered injections several times a day 

is not a therapy that is viewed favourably by very many people.  

As such, encouraging patients to take their insulin as prescribed 

is a challenge by both diabetics and their doctors. 

 

Towards the end of the twentieth century, the dietary excesses 

of the West along with increasingly sedentary lifestyles have led 

to an explosion of “type II” diabetes mellitus.  The underlying 
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cause of this form of diabetes is due to “resistance” to the body’s 

insulin and thus relative insulin deficiency.  The end result is 

elevated blood sugar levels with damage to organs in the longer 

term.  Unlike type I diabetes, this form of diabetes can be 

additionally treated by reducing the degree of “insulin 

resistance” (e.g., by exercise, weight loss, dietary changes) and 

medications that improve the body’s response to insulin or 

stimulates the pancreas to produce more insulin.  However, if 

the diabetes is not controlled by these measures, insulin may 

well be the most appropriate therapy. 

 

The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) have recently 

approved the first inhalable form of insulin produced by Pfizer.  

Although I doubt it would provide better control of blood 

glucose than insulin by injection, it is a much more tolerable 

form of delivery.  Certainly, I expect this drug to be extremely 

popular with the needle-phobic public. 

 

Source article 
Yahoo! News: http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20060128/ap_on_he_me/inhaled_insulin 

FDA Approves Inhalable Version of Insulin 

By ANDREW BRIDGES, Associated Press Writer 

Sat Jan 28, 5:48 PM ET 

 

WASHINGTON – Diabetics are getting an alternative to the regular needle 

jabs of insulin they’ve endured since the discovery in the 1920s of the 

hormone that controls blood sugar levels. 

 

Pfizer Inc. hopes to begin selling Exubera, the first inhalable version of 

insulin to win federal approval, by midyear. 
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Use of rapid-acting inhaled insulin will not replace the need to inject the 

hormone occasionally, the Food and Drug Administration said.  It approved 

Exubera on Friday, a day after the multinational European Commission did 

so. 

 

Diabetics also will have to continue pricking their fingers to test blood sugar 

levels. 

 

Exubera will provide an option for adults with Type 1 or 2 diabetes who are 

reluctant to use the syringes, pens and pumps currently needed to inject 

insulin, Pfizer said.  In clinical trials, Exubera managed blood sugar levels 

just as well as injected insulin. 

 

Pfizer jointly developed the drug and dispenser with Sanofi-Aventis and 

Nektar Therapeutics. Analysts said it could become a $1 billion-a-year seller. 

 

The American Diabetes Association estimates that nearly 21 million people 

in the United States have diabetes and about 5 million of them need daily 

insulin injections.  About 15 percent of diagnosed diabetics do not take the 

insulin or pills they should, the group says. 

 

FDA and Pfizer doctors believe Exubera may encourage diabetics to make 

more frequent and better use of insulin. 

 

“It is our hope that the availability of inhaled insulin will offer patients more 

options to better control their blood sugars,” said Dr. Steven Galson, director 

of the FDA’s Center for Drug Evaluation and Research. 

 

Improved control would allow diabetics to ward off serious complications, 

including diseases of the eye, kidneys and nerves. 
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Inhalable insulin is a welcome advance, said Dr. Nathaniel Clark, the 

national vice president for clinical affairs for the American Diabetes 

Association.  But he added that needles still allow better dosage control. 

 

Dr. Robert Meyer, who oversees the FDA’s Division of Metabolic and 

Endocrine Drugs, said, “We feel like this has been established as a reliable 

dosage form.” 

 

An FDA review expressed concern about some patients who experienced 

coughing or a slight decrease in lung capacity when using the drug.  Pfizer 

will study the long-term effects of Exubera on the lungs, as well as its safety 

and effectiveness in patients with lung disease. 

 

Diabetics with asthma, poorly controlled or unstable lung disease, or a 

smoking habit shouldn’t use Exubera, the FDA said.  Patients should have 

their lungs checked before using the drug and at six- to 12-month intervals 

thereafter. 

 

Type 1 or 2 diabetics will be able to use the rapid-acting inhaled insulin 

around mealtimes to manage their blood sugar levels.  However, the drug 

would not replace the longer-acting insulin injections that some diabetics, 

particularly those with Type 1 diabetes, need to take in the morning or 

before bed. 

 

Elise Rayner, of Colorado Springs, Colo., said she declined to participate in a 

clinical trial of inhaled insulin. 

 

“My reaction was, I have excellent control of my blood sugars right now and 

I just don’t have any interest in messing with a good thing,” said Rayner, 33, 

who’s used both insulin injections and the pump for her Type 1 diabetes. 

 

Most diabetics have Type 2, a condition linked to obesity that occurs when 

the body cannot effectively use the insulin it makes.  In some cases, the 
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disease can be managed with pills when matched with a diet, exercise and 

weight-management plan. 

 

The Exubera device is about the size of an eyeglass case.  It delivers insulin, 

as a dry powder packaged in one- or three-milligram inhalable capsules, to 

the lungs through the mouth, according to Pfizer. 

 

Deutsche Bank analyst Barbara Ryan said she expects a daily supply of 

Exubera will cost about $4 to $5.  Treatment with injected insulin costs $1 to 

$1.50, she said. 

 

Associated Press business writer Theresa Agovino in New York contributed 

to this report. 
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The Danish cartoons of the Prophet 

Monday, February 06, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/danish-cartoons-of-prophet.html 

 

The recent events surrounding the publication of cartoon 

caricatures of the Prophet Mohammed in a Danish newspaper, 

which was subsequently republished in a number of other 

newspapers in Europe have caused a storm of outrage 

throughout the Islamic world. 

 

Sadly, the issue have been overshadowed by militant Islamists 

culminating in the torching of the Scandinavian embassies in 

Beirut and Damascus. 

 

These recent events, I believe, show a number of failings in the 

modern world. 

 

Firstly, it is entirely reasonable that Muslims feel angry at what 

they consider to be “sacrilege” from the West.  Apart from the 

standard stereotyping in the caricatures, Muslims consider 

pictorial depictions to be blasphemous.  Nevertheless, the 

“public” response by the Islamic community has been 

dominated by images of the rioting, chanting and burning 

thugs.  I am certain that the vast majority of Muslims condemn 

these actions.  Muslims need, as per Muslim scholar Sheikh 

Youssef al-Qaradawi: 
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“…[to] show their fury in a logical and 
controlled manner.” 

 

Muslims have a serious public relations problem.  Beyond that, 

I feel that there is a real problem that within the various 

Muslim communities, there is a certain degree of ineptitude of 

control of the radical and violent elements of their society.  The 

angry and violent people who use the name of Islam often seem 

more successful in furthering their image of Islam (at least to 

the Western world) than do the larger majority of moderate 

Muslims.  The militants should not be tolerated within any 

religion in the modern world. 

 

The sad state of affairs is that even if grossly offensive material 

against almost any other major religion were published in a 

major news outlet, the violent response seen would not have 

occurred.  I know that most Muslims are fair, considerate and 

tolerant people.  However, there is an urgent need for some 

“housekeeping” on what the Islamic community will tolerate 

with its name attached. 

 

Secondly, there has been a debate amongst some media outlets 

and has been used as a justification in newspapers of “freedom 

of press”.  I do not believe that this is in question.  News outlets 

have the right to publish the cartoon, and I maintain that this is 

a right that should be protected.  Nevertheless, the wisdom to 

do so as well as the motives needs to be questioned.  The 

pugnacious response by some members of the news media is 

particularly foolish. 
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If the publishing of the cartoon was to provoke the Islamic 

community, then it has accomplished its task.  Yes, Muslims get 

angry if you profane their sacred beliefs.  One does not and 

should not expect to get away free after spitting in the faces of a 

fifth of the world’s population. 

 

I’m sure that the original purpose of the cartoon was to 

highlight a degree of intolerance within certain sectors of the 

Islamic community compared to the other large world religions, 

a worthy goal for a satirical cartoon.  With hindsight, however, 

some of the cartoons were in poor taste and insensitive.  The 

further publishing of the images in a number of other European 

newspapers as they picked up the story was merely a cynical 

exercise in “fanning the flames” to produce a “value added” 

story.  Like the riots in Sydney, the news media making news. 

 

Everyone needs a good dose of some common sense. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/plea-for-logical-

fury/2006/02/06/1139074137551.html 

Plea for ‘logical’ fury 

February 6, 2006 – 10:24AM 

 

A prominent scholar has called on Muslims “to show their fury in a logical 

and controlled manner,” after the torching of embassies over a cartoon. 
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Muslim scholar Sheikh Youssef al-Qaradawi condemned the burning of the 

Danish and Norwegian embassies in Arab capitals by Muslims angry over 

cartoons of the Prophet Muhammed. 

 

Qaradawi, who is based in Qatar, told Arabic television Al Jazeera Muslims 

should instead channel their fury by boycotting goods from countries which 

published the drawings in their newspapers. 

 

“We didn’t ask people to burn embassies as some have done in Damascus 

and Beirut.  We asked people to boycott products ... We don’t sanction 

destruction and torching because this is not in line with morality or Muslim 

behaviour,” he said, referring to calls to boycott he made during Friday’s 

sermon in Qatar. 

 

Thousands of angry Muslim protesters torched the Danish consulate in 

Beirut at the weekend, a day after Syrians set fire to the Danish and 

Norwegian embassies in Damascus, damaged the Swedish embassy and 

tried to storm the French mission. 

 

Denmark called on Arab leaders to help curb an escalation of Muslim anger 

over publication of the cartoons, as hundreds of Danes gathered in 

Copenhagen with torch lights to show their concern. 

 

Denmark’s Foreign Minister Per Stig Moeller called for a dialogue which 

“allows us to strengthen our insight and understanding of each other”. 

 

“We have nothing to win from this confrontation.  We all have a lot to lose 

because now it is in the hands of the extremists and fanatics, who do not 

want the dialogue of cultures and the cooperation between Western and 

Muslim governments,” Moeller told a news conference. 

 

Film director Annette K Olesen, a co-organiser of a Copenhagen 

demonstration attended by around 500 people, said “We need to show that 
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many Danes are deeply worried by the recent development and that we want 

a peaceful dialogue.” 

 

Qaradawi also called for international action over the cartoons – one which 

depicted Prophet Muhammed with a turban shaped like a bomb – which 

first appeared in a Danish newspaper in September.  The cartoons were 

reprinted in other European countries. 

 

“I call on Arab and Islamic governments to ask the United Nations to issue a 

law forbidding insults to all religions.” 

 

Some newspapers have insisted on their right to print the cartoons on the 

grounds of freedom of speech but Muslims believe depictions of the Prophet 

Muhammed are blasphemous. 

 

In Australia, where the media has so far not reproduced the images, the 

President of the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils says he will 

approach the federal government to try and prevent the cartoons being 

printed. 

 

Dr Ameer Ali said publishing the cartoons in Australian newspapers would 

further offend the local Islamic community. 

 

“(Australian) Imams are already giving sermons in mosques saying that 

these sorts of actions can only create more Bin Ladens than reduce them,” 

Dr Ali told ABC radio. 

 

“I think the people who are justifying this on the rights of freedom of speech 

must also bear the responsibility (for the backlash),” Dr Ali said today. 

 

“Which is more important?  To preserve the freedom of speech, or to 

antagonise one fifth of humanity who are completely offended by this 

obscene cartoon?” 
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Qaradawi, an outspoken Egyptian Sunni Muslim cleric who frequently 

appears on a weekly religious programme on Al Jazeera television, said 

“freedom (came) with responsibilities.” 

 

“Only God has absolute freedom,” Qaradawi said. 

 

The Beirut riot led to Lebanon’s Interior Minister Hassan al-Sabaa resigning 

during an emergency government meeting. 

 

The protesters, waving green Islamic flags and chanting “God is greatest”, 

stoned a church in the eastern part of the Beirut, provoking an angry 

Christian outcry in a country that has not fully recovered from its 1975-1990 

civil war. 

 

About 20,000 protesters marched on the consulate, some carrying banners 

that read “Whoever insults Prophet Muhammad is to be killed” and 

throwing stones at security forces, who fired teargas and used water cannon 

to disperse the crowd. 

 

One demonstrator, among those who set the consulate building on fire, was 

encircled by flames and died after jumping from the third floor, a senior 

security official told Reuters. 

 

The protesters attacked three fire engines to stop them from extinguishing 

the blaze and hung up a banner at the building’s entrance reading: “We are 

ready to sacrifice our children for you, O Prophet Muhammad.” 

 

Security forces arrested 174 protesters: 76 Syrians, 38 Lebanese, 35 

Palestinians and 25 stateless Bedouins, a police official told Reuters. 
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The Danish mission’s staff left Lebanon at the weekend because they were 

expecting the protest, a senior security official said.  The building also 

houses the Austrian consulate. 

 

Denmark’s Foreign Ministry has urged all Danes to leave Lebanon and 

warned its citizens not to travel there. 

 

“Danes should remain indoors until they have figured out a means of 

leaving,” it said in a statement.  “The situation in Beirut is not under 

control.” 

 

Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora told private Future television: “This 

has nothing to do with Islam at all.” 

 

“Destabilising security and vandalism gives a wrong image of Islam.  The 

Prophet Muhammad cannot be defended this way.” 

 

Reuters/AAP 
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Nanotechnology and the self-cleaning toilet 

Friday, February 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/nanotechnology-and-self-cleaning.html 

 

The best inventions are those that integrate so well into life that 

it becomes hard to imagine what life would have been like 

without it.  Despite the phrase “best thing since sliced bread”, I 

personally can imagine life quite well without it.  In fact, whole 

loaves of bread are often cheaper and better than their sliced 

counterparts and when it get right down to it, slicing bread is 

not really that hard.  Inventions and discoveries like electricity, 

the refrigerator, toothpaste and the toothbrush, flushing toilets 

fit nicely in the “best inventions category”. 

 

Nevertheless, the nanoparticle coating developed by 

researchers at the University of New South Wales is most 

definitely, “the best thing since sliced bread”. 

 

The coating contains nanoparticles of titanium dioxide.  

Titanium dioxide is activated by ultraviolet light and gives a 

powerful oxidising effect.  However, to make the coating work 

with indoor lighting, the researches modified it with some other 

elements.  Tests of the coating on glass show that it can kill E. 

coli using the light of an indoor lamp. 

 

Somehow it is comforting to know that my toilet bowl is actively 

killing bugs, rather than a sitting there providing a safe haven. 
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Source article 
Best Syndication: http://www.bestsyndication.com/Articles/2006/Nicole-

WILSON/WhatsNew/02/020706-nano_technology_self_clean_bathroom.htm 

Nano Technology may make cleaning Toilets a thing of the Past 

February 7th, 2006 

 

Researchers from the University of New South Wales, Australia, are 

developing a coating that may make cleaning bathrooms less of a chore. 

 

The lead researchers, Professors Rose Amal and Michael Brungs of the ARC 

Centre for Functional Nanomaterials, are hoping to apply a tiny coating of 

titanium dioxide particles to keep the toilets clean.  Currently titanium 

dioxide is being used on outdoor items like self-cleaning windows. 

 

How does it work?  According to the scientists, ultraviolet light below a 

specific wavelength causes electrons to excite, and this gives the effects of 

oxidation.  This oxidation disinfects better than commercial bleach.  It 

makes it better for sanitation as it is continually cleans, instead of waiting 

for the janitor. 

  

To further keep the bathroom clean, nanoparticles kill the microbes and 

removes organic compounds.  The titanium dioxide contains 

‘superhydrophilicity’.  Superhydrophilicity makes it so that liquid droplets 

do not form on the surface.  It makes the liquid run off, washing the toilet in 

the process. 

 

The researchers are faced with one dilemma:  making the titanium dioxide 

coating work indoors.  The coating is activated by ultraviolet sunlight, and 

they will need to be able to activate the titanium dioxide with indoor 

lighting.  They are trying to modify the chemical compound by adding other 

elements like iron or nitrogen so it can use light of a longer wavelength. 
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Good news:  Currently the researcher’s have been able to get glass coated 

with the new nanoparticles to kill Escherichia coli using light from an indoor 

lamp.  They have done this in lab-trials. 

 

“If you’ve got this on tiles or shower screens you don’t need so many 

chemical agents,” says Professor Amal. 

 

As exciting as this research project is, and the potential for a self-cleaning 

bathroom, at this time it is currently only in development.  The researchers 

estimate it will take about a year before it can be incorporated into any 

manufacturing test runs.  I can hardly wait for the day it becomes available 

for the masses.  It would be great for use in hospitals and public bathrooms.  

It would be splendid to have a clean bathroom that would clean itself. 

  

By Nicole Wilson 

Best Syndication Staff Writer 
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Toxoplasma and schizophrenia 

Monday, February 13, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/toxoplasma-and-schizophrenia.html 

 

One of the more “left field” though definitely interesting ideas is 

that toxoplasmosis may be a factor in the development of 

psychotic illness, especially of schizophrenia.  It must first be 

declared that this idea is entirely conjectural, and is barely a 

hypothesis.  Nevertheless, the “circumstantial” evidence is 

indeed intriguing. 

 

Toxoplasma gondii is a common parasite whose primary host is 

the cat.  It has a number of other secondary hosts that it can 

infect including rodents, cattle and people.  However, for the 

parasite to complete its life cycle, it must eventually return to 

the cat. 

 

As it turns out, rats infected with toxoplasma exhibit marked 

changes in their behaviour.  Specifically, they lose their 

aversion to the scent of cat urine and indeed seek it out!  Of 

course, these trippy rats are being controlled by the toxoplasma 

so that it can get back to its primary host. 

 

Now, if a simple parasite can affect a mammalian brain in such 

a specific way, one wonders what effect it has on the human 

brain as toxoplasma infects people too; commonly in fact with 

an infection rate of approximately 50%.  Does toxoplasmosis 
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cause subtle behavioural changes?  Does it lead to “risk taking” 

behaviour?  Is it involved with the pathogenesis of psychosis? 

 

Interesting links include: 

 Toxoplasmosis is associated with damage to astrocytes in 

the brain.  Schizophrenia is also associated with this 

damage. 

 Pregnant women with high levels of antibodies to 

Toxoplasma are more likely to have children with 

schizophrenia. 

 Human cells infected with toxoplasma will respond to 

haloperidol, an antipsychotic medical used in the 

treatment of schizophrenia. 

 Haloperidol will make a rat infected with toxoplasma to 

lose their “suicidal” behaviours. 

 

I personally do not believe that toxoplasmosis has much to do 

with schizophrenia per se, but I wouldn’t be surprised if studies 

show that toxoplasma infection does result in subtle 

behavioural or cognitive changes in people. 

 

Source article 
Yahoo! News: http://news.yahoo.com/s/space/20060211/sc_space/mindcontrolbyparasites 

Mind Control by Parasites 

Bill Christensen 

Technovelgy.com Sat Feb 11, 8:00 AM ET 

 

Half of the world’s human population is infected with Toxoplasma, parasites 

in the body—and the brain.  Remember that. 
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Toxoplasma gondii is a common parasite found in the guts of cats; it sheds 

eggs that are picked up by rats and other animals that are eaten by cats.  

Toxoplasma forms cysts in the bodies of the intermediate rat hosts, 

including in the brain. 

 

Since cats don’t want to eat dead, decaying prey, Toxoplasma takes the 

evolutionarily sound course of being a “good” parasite, leaving the rats 

perfectly healthy.  Or are they? 

 

Oxford scientists discovered that the minds of the infected rats have been 

subtly altered.  In a series of experiments, they demonstrated that healthy 

rats will prudently avoid areas that have been doused with cat urine.  In fact, 

when scientists test anti-anxiety drugs on rats, they use a whiff of cat urine 

to induce neurochemical panic. 

 

However, it turns out that Toxoplasma-ridden rats show no such reaction.  

In fact, some of the infected rats actually seek out the cat urine-marked 

areas again and again.  The parasite alters the mind (and thus the 

ehaviour) of the rat for its own benefit. 

 

If the parasite can alter rat ehaviour, does it have any effect on humans? 

 

Dr. E. Fuller Torrey (Associate Director for Laboratory Research at the 

Stanley Medical Research Institute) noticed links between Toxoplasma and 

schizophrenia in human beings, approximately three billion of whom are 

infected with T. gondii: 

 

 Toxoplasma infection is associated with damage to astrocytes, glial 

cells which surround and support neurons.  Schizophrenia is also 

associated with damage to astrocytes. 

 Pregnant women with high levels of antibodies to Toxoplasma are 

more likely to give birth to children who will develop schizophrenia. 
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 Human cells raised in ehav dishes, and infected with Toxoplasma, 

will respond to drugs like haloperidol; the growth of the parasite 

stops. Haloperidol is an antipsychotic, used to treat schizophrenia.  

 

Dr. Torrey got together with the Oxford scientists, to see if anything could be 

done about those parasite-controlled rats that were driven to hang around 

cat urine-soaked corners (waiting for cats).  According to a recent press 

release, haloperidol restores the rat’s healthy fear of cat urine.  In fact, 

antipsychotic drugs were as effective as pyrimethamine, a drug that 

specifically eliminates Toxoplasma. 

 

Are parasites like Toxoplasma subtly altering human ehaviour?  As it 

turns out, science fiction writers have been thinking about whether or not 

parasites could alter a human being’s ehaviour, or even take control of a 

person.  In his 1951 novel The Puppet Masters, Robert Heinlein wrote about 

alien parasites the size of dinner plates that took control of the minds of 

their hosts, flooding their brains with neurochemicals.  In this excerpt, a 

volunteer strapped to a chair allows a parasite to be introduced; the parasite 

rides him, taking over his mind.  Under these conditions, it is possible to 

interview the parasite; however, it refuses to answer until zapped with a 

cattle prod. 

 

He reached past my shoulders with a rod.  I felt a shocking, 
unbearable pain.  The room blacked out as if a switch had 
been thrown.  I was split apart by it; for the moment I was 
masterless. 
 
The pain left, leaving only its searing memory behind.  
Before I could speak, or even think coherently for myself, 
the splitting away had ended and I was again safe in the 
arms of my master... 
 
The panic that possessed me washed away; I was again 
filled with an unworried sense of well being... 
 
“What are you?”  “We are the people...  We have studied 
you and we know your ways...  We come,” I went on, “to 
bring you peace and contentment-and the joy of – of 
surrender.”  I hesitated again; “surrender” was not the 
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right word.  I struggled with it the way one struggles with 
a poorly grasped foreign language.  “The joy,” I repeated, 
“- the joy of … nirvana.”  That was it; the word fitted.  I felt 
like a dog being patted for fetching a stick; I wriggled with 
pleasure.  

 

Still not sure that parasites can manipulate the behaviour of host organisms? 

Consider these other cases: 

 

 The lancet fluke Dicrocoelium dendriticum forces its ant host to 

attach to the tips of grass blades, the easier to be eaten.  The fluke 

needs to get into the gut of a grazing animal to complete its life 

cycle. 

 The fluke Euhaplorchis californiensis causes fish to shimmy and 

jump so wading birds will grab them and eat them, for the same 

reason. 

 Hairworms, which live inside grasshoppers, sabotage the 

grasshopper’s central nervous system, forcing them to jump into 

pools of water, drowning themselves.  Hairworms then swim away 

from their hapless hosts to continue their life cycle. 
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Bird flu continues its spread 

Tuesday, February 14, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/bird-flu-continues-its-spread.html 

 

The spread of the H5N1 avian influenza continues westward.  In 

the past week, there have been reports of bird flu in birds in 

Nigeria, Italy and Greece.  Although there have not been any 

confirmed human cases in these countries, from what we have 

recently seen in Turkey, it is likely that there would almost 

certainly by a slow rate of human infections, undiagnosed, 

ticking away. 

 

Both Italy and Greece are setting up large quarantine and 

observation areas around their index cases and it is likely that it 

will be controlled; unless, there is a mutation to a human-to-

human transmissible form, of course.  The now is Nigeria and 

the rest of Africa.  Like parts of South East Asia, these are 

developing nations with limited health resources both for 

treatment and diagnosis.  Political instability is an additional 

dangerous mix to the control of contagion. 

 

Let’s hope that bird flu doesn’t devastate an already crumbling 

Africa. 

 

Source articles 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/world/africa-outbreak-confirms-health-

experts-worst-fears/2006/02/12/1139679479147.html 

Africa outbreak confirms health experts’ worst fears 

By Elisabeth Rosenthal and Donald McNeil 
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February 13, 2006 

 

AS EPIDEMICS go, it was a relatively small outbreak: 40,000 chickens died 

in mid-January on a commercial poultry farm in Nigeria.  No humans, 

apparently, were infected.  But it was the outbreak many experts on avian flu 

had been dreading. 

 

It was the first time the fast-moving H5N1 virus had been reported in Africa.  

And while United Nations agencies are scrambling to form medical and 

veterinary response and surveillance teams, scientists say its appearance 

there is deeply worrisome for two reasons.  First, the continent is ill 

prepared to deal with epidemics, whether human or animal.  Second, the 

Nigerian outbreak comes only a month or two before birds begin migrating 

north from Africa to Europe, which has only just reported its first cases. 

 

“These are horrendous developments, whether you’re a human or if you’re a 

bird,” said John Oxford, a professor of virology at Queen Mary’s College in 

London.  “Everyone wondered what would happen if avian influenza came to 

Africa, but no one really prepared.” 

 

World health officials say they have not had the co-operation they needed 

from many poor countries, even those on the flight paths of migrating birds 

known to carry flu.  They got laboratory samples weeks or months after 

problems began, so they worry that the disease is already much more 

widespread. 

 

As late as last Monday, Nigerian veterinary officials were assuring the nation 

that the disease was not in their country.  But Juan Lubroth, a senior 

veterinarian at the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation in Rome, said 

there was strong evidence that bird flu took root in Nigeria “a few months 

ago”. 
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While the outbreak took place on a commercial poultry farm, Lubroth said, 

the virus may well have been percolating for months in backyard flocks. 

 

The problem of sluggish reporting is not limited to Africa.  It was common in 

the early months of the outbreaks in Asia, in 2003.  In Azerbaijan, which 

reported its first cases on Friday, bird flu was “picked up because of 

international pressure to come clean”, Lubroth said. 

 

Maria Cheng, a spokeswoman for the World Health Organisation, said her 

agency suspected that there might be human cases of H5N1 flu in Africa but 

had no way to confirm that yet. 

 

 

New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn8716 

Bird flu makes its way around Europe 

 16:51 13 February 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Debora MacKenzie 

 

Five more countries have found the H5N1 bird flu virus in birds in the last 

three days.  Its spread remains consistent with the movements of wild birds, 

although certain wild species are also becoming major victims of the virus, 

which is leaving a trail of dead swans across Eurasia. 

 

On Friday, Azerbaijan reported that H5N1 had been confirmed in dead wild 

birds, including swans, from the Caspian Sea coast.  The coast is a major 

wintering spot for migrants, including some duck species that summer in 

Siberia, where there were H5N1 outbreaks in summer 2005, and winter 

from the Caspian and Black Seas through Turkey and the Mediterranean 

down to northern Nigeria.  The virus has appeared now in all those areas. 

 

Large numbers of dead wild birds were reported along the Caspian coasts of 

Azerbaijan and neighbouring Iran in autumn.  Iran announced in October 

that their dead ducks tested negative for avian flu.  But die-offs continued in 
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Azerbaijan until February, according to press reports, and under foreign 

pressure Azeri officials finally sent samples to the flu reference lab in 

Weybridge, UK, says Juan Lubroth, head of animal diseases at the UN Food 

and Agriculture Organization in Rome. 

 

Chinese origin 

Then on Saturday, Greece confirmed that it had found H5N1 in three dead 

swans on Thermaikos Gulf near the northern city of Thessaloniki.  Greece is 

also expected to announce Monday that it found H5N1 on the Aegean Island 

of Skiros in a dead red-breasted goose (Branta ruficollis) which 

conservation organisation Bird Life International describes as “globally 

endangered”. 

 

Also on Saturday, Italy confirmed H5N1 in dead swans from the southern 

provinces of Puglia, Sicily and Calabria, where birds wintering near Venice 

had flown to escape a cold snap.  Bulgaria confirmed H5N1 in dead swans 

from the Danube delta. 

 

“From what I have seen of the genetic sequence, the Italian virus is identical 

to the one from Qinghai,” a strain first found in wild birds at Qinghai Lake in 

northwest China in spring 2004, says Lubroth.  This strain has since 

appeared across Siberia, and in Mongolia, Turkey, Romania, Ukraine and 

Nigeria. 

 

Megacity risk 

Meanwhile, Slovenia has found an H5 flu strain in a dead swan near the 

Austrian border.  It is expected to be confirmed as H5N1.  Bird deaths in 

Armenia are also under suspicion. 

 

“In Greece and Italy it is very clear wildlife introduced the virus,” says 

Lubroth.  Without better understanding of which species carry it, and where, 

it is hard to be certain in other cases, he says.  “We asked for money for this 
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research two years ago.”  Now the FAO hopes to radio-track birds and test 

water from bird habitats for the virus. 

 

Meanwhile, H5N1 continues to spread in Nigeria, with reports of outbreaks 

in poultry now from eight states, possibly including the megacity of Lagos.  

People in Nigeria who had flu symptoms and were near dead birds are being 

tested, while in Greece several people who contacted dead wild birds are 

being tested. 
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UN report slams Guantanamo 

Tuesday, February 14, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/02/un-report-slams-guantanamo.html 

 

The UN Commission on Human Rights released a draft report 

on the US run Guantanamo Bay facility today with damning 

conclusions.  Says UN special envoy Manfred Nowak: 

 

“We very, very carefully considered all 
the arguments posed by the US 
Government … There are no conclusions 
that are easily drawn.  But we concluded 
that the situation in several areas violates 
international law and conventions on 
human rights and torture.” 

 

And that is pretty much the bottom line.  Although the United 

States has continuingly denied the use of torture by trying to 

change the definition of the very word, in terms of international 

credibility and authority, the UN Commission on Human 

Rights is the end arbiter. 

 

I fully expect that the United States will soon launch a 

propaganda attack to sling mud on the commission or Manfred 

Nowak himself. 

 

The US Administration needs to wake up and step out of the 

self-righteous dreamland it has been dozing in for the past 

decade.  Even without the condemnation of the UN and the 

allies of the United States (i.e., its closest ally the United 
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Kingdom), the very premise of Guantanamo Bay is ethically 

repugnant.  One wonders how anyone can consider deliberately 

setting up a gaol outside the bounds US domestic law and 

holding prisoners indefinitely without charge could be 

considered tolerable in a civil democracy. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/world/shut-guantanamo-prison-un-

urges/2006/02/13/1139679534821.html 

Shut Guantanamo prison, UN urges 

By Maggie Farley in New York 

February 14, 2006 

 

A DRAFT United Nations report concludes the treatment of prisoners in 

Guantanamo Bay violates their right to physical and mental health and, in 

some cases, constitutes torture. 

 

It also urges the US to close the military prison in Cuba and bring the 

captives to trial on US territory, charging that Washington’s justification for 

their continued detention is a distortion of international law. 

 

The report, compiled by five special envoys to the UN who interviewed US 

officials, former prisoners, and prisoners’ lawyers and families, is the 

product of an 18-month investigation ordered by the UN Commission on 

Human Rights.  The team did not have access to prisoners at Guantanamo 

Bay. 

 

The report’s conclusion – that the violent force-feeding of hunger strikers, 

excessive violence used in transporting prisoners and combinations of 

interrogation techniques “must be assessed as amounting to torture” – is 

likely to stoke criticism of the prison. 
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More than 500 people captured abroad since 2002 as “enemy combatants”, 

including Australian David Hicks, are held at Guantanamo. 

 

“We very, very carefully considered all of the arguments posed by the US 

Government,” said Manfred Nowak, one of the UN envoys.  “There are no 

conclusions that are easily drawn.  But we concluded that the situation in 

several areas violates international law and conventions on human rights 

and torture.” 

 

The report is due to be released tomorrow.  Comments and clarifications 

from the US Government will be incorporated. 

 

In November, the Bush Administration offered the UN team the same tour 

of the prison given to journalists and members of Congress, but it refused to 

allow the envoys access to prisoners.  Because of that, the UN group declined 

the visit. 

 

The report is not legally binding, but human rights advocates said they 

hoped it would add weight to similar findings by rights-monitoring groups 

and the European Parliament. 

 

“I think the effect of this will be to revive concern about the Government’s 

mistreatment of detainees, and to get people to take another look at the legal 

basis,” said Kenneth Roth, executive director of Human Rights Watch. 

“There are lots of lingering questions about how do you justify holding these 

people.” 

 

The report focuses on the US Government’s legal basis for detention of 

prisoners as described in a formal response to the UN inquiry: “The law of 

war allows the United States – and any other country engaged in combat – 

to hold enemy combatants without charges or access to counsel for the 

duration of hostilities,” it said.  “Detention is not an act of punishment, but 
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of security and military necessity.  It serves the purpose of preventing 

combatants from continuing to take up arms against the United States.” 

 

The UN team concluded there had been insufficient due process to 

determine whether the more than 750 people detained at Guantanamo Bay 

since January 2002 were “enemy combatants,” and determined that the 

primary purpose of their confinement was for interrogation, not to prevent 

them from taking up arms. 

 

Los Angeles Times 
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Guantanamo Bay – the American gulag 

Sunday, March 12, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/guantanamo-bay-american-gulag.html 

 

In this blog, I have been steadfastly critical of the United States 

military run detention camp in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.  For 

the past month, I decided to sit back and review world opinion 

on this very issue.  My last article reported on the release of the 

UN report released by special rapporteur on torture Manfred 

Nowak which condemned the camp and the treatment of 

prisoners, and demanded the immediate closure of the 

Guantanamo Bay facility.  At the time, I had predicted that the 

US propaganda machine would soon come into full force. 

 

I was not disappointed. 

 

Hypocrisy: the US reply to the UN 

A few days later, the White House press secretary Scott 

McClellan was in full double-speak mode.  McClellan states:  

 

“The United Nations should be making 
serious investigations across the world, 
and there are many instances in which 
they do when it comes to human rights.  
This was not one of them … And I think it’s 
a discredit to the UN when a team like this 
goes about rushing to report something 
when they haven’t even looked into the 
facts, all they’ve done is look at the 
allegations.” 
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The hypocrisy is simply stunning, almost as much as the 

acquiescence of the American news media.  It is no secret the 

UN has repeatedly asked for access to Guantanamo Bay for 

years, and when the US finally agreed, it still refused access to 

the prisoners.  In the investigation of the claims of torture, the 

US Administration has denied the paramount key for “looking 

into the facts”. 

 

Says Manfred Nowak: 

 

“Those persons either have to be released 
immediately or they should be brought to 
a proper and competent court and tried 
for the offences they are charged with.” 

 

This sentiment strikes at the heart of the issue.  Habeas corpus.  

If the detainees are suspected criminals, then they should be 

formally charged before a fair court.  If there is insufficient 

evidence (or as suspected, that in many cases that there is no 

evidence), then they should either be released or treated as 

prisoners of war. 

 

FBI criticism of interrogation techniques 

In late February 2006, more information of dissent within the 

US intelligence community came to light.  Specifically, memos 

and emails from FBI officials investigating terrorism suspects 

in Guantanamo Bay revealed that they “strenuously objected” 

to the techniques used by the military.  Wrote one FBI agent in 

May 2003: 
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“Although [General] Miller acknowledged 
positive aspects of this approach [FBI-
approved methods], it was apparent that 
he favoured Defence Humint Service’s 
interrogation methods, despite FBI claims 
that such methods could easily result in 
the elicitation of unreliable and legally 
inadmissible information.” 

 

There is no ambiguity here.  The FBI officials at Guantanamo 

Bay clearly viewed that the interrogation tactics used by the 

military as amounting to torture.  The common argument 

against the use of torture from a practical (rather than ethical) 

point of view is that it results in “unreliable information” and 

that the information would simply be “legally inadmissible”.  

Although the United States has played semantics with the 

definition of “torture”, it is still officially illegal. 

 

Interestingly enough, the man responsible for the Guantanamo 

Bay detention centre at the time, Major-General Geoffrey 

Miller, has since been in command of the Abu Graib prison 

since the exposition of the abuses of prisoners by the US 

military.  Later in mid-2005, discrepancies emerged in Miller’s 

May 2004 testimony before the Senate Armed Services 

Committee and testimony he made 3 months later regarding 

information he did (or did not) give to Defence Secretary 

Rumsfeld and his aides.  Predictably, the “discrepancies” 

conveniently shielded Rumsfeld from knowing anything about 

the Abu Graib abuses. 
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International consensus 

The calls to close Guantanamo Bay have been clear and 

unanimous.  Steadfast ally and member number two in the 

“coalition of the willing” the United Kingdom has repeated 

made its view known.  Prime Minister Tony Blair has stated 

that: 

 

“[Guantanamo Bay is] an anomaly that 
sooner or later has to be dealt with.” 

 

Unlike the prime minister, the British House of Commons is 

somewhat less timid with its views: 

 

“…Britain should make loud and public 
the Government’s objections to 
Guantanamo Bay rather than discuss the 
camp with the US behind the scenes.” 

 

High profiled Kofi Annan, UN Secretary General and 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu have joined the condemnation of 

the camp.  Although Annan, the consummate diplomat stated 

rather sedately that the detention centre must close “as soon as 

is possible”, Desmond Tutu held back no punches.  He says: 

 

“Are you able to restore to those people 
the time when their freedom was denied 
them?  If you have evidence for goodness 
sake produce it in a court of law.” and 
“People with power have an incredible 
capacity for wanting to be able to retain 
that power and don’t like scrutiny.” 
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Medical complicity in Guantanamo Bay 

Forced feeding of the inmates participating in hunger strikes is 

an extremely disturbing revelation.  The code of ethics adopted 

by medical practitioners world wide, including the United 

States, specifically forbids force feeding.  This was codified by 

the World Medical Association in the Declaration of Tokyo of 

1975.  The fifth point states: 

 

“Where a prisoner refuses nourishment 
and is considered by the doctor as capable 
of forming an unimpaired and rational 
judgement concerning the consequences 
of such voluntary refusal of nourishment, 
he or she shall not be fed artificially.  The 
decision as to the capacity of the prisoner 
to form such a judgement should be 
confirmed by at least one other 
independent doctor.  The consequences of 
the refusal of nourishment shall be 
explained by the doctor to the prisoner.” 

 

Doctors in Guantanamo Bay force-feeding prisoners are 

committing a serious breach of their ethical duty.  An open 

letter submitted to The Lancet published on March 11, 2006 

condemned the practice of force-feeding under restraint the 

Guantanamo Bay detainees on hunger strike.  There were over 

250 signatories to the letter; many worldwide medical experts.  

Says Dr William Hopkins, one of the signatories: 

 

“Doctors force-feeding prisoners at 
Guantanamo are acting as an arm of the 
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military and have abrogated their 
medical-ethical duties.” 

 

It has furthermore been revealed that health care workers have 

been “ethically screened” before deployment to Guantanamo 

Bay to ensure that they do not have ethical objections to 

“assisted” feeding.  This is an unconscionably practice by the US 

military. 

 

The relevant professional bodies in the United States should 

immediately launch an investigation and severe disciplinary 

measures placed upon any health professional who have 

breached these serious ethical standards.  Consent and patient 

autonomy are two fundamental pillars of medical ethics and 

cannot be casually brushed aside. 

 

There are two vivid examples of subversion of health 

professionals into committing “crimes for the state” in modern 

history; it occurred during World War II in Fascist Germany 

and Imperial Japan.  It seems almost unimaginable that the 

United States would tread down the same path 60 years later. 

 

Source articles 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4721068.stm 

US attacks UN Guantanamo report 

The White House has rejected a UN report demanding the immediate 

closure of the Guantanamo Bay prison camp calling it “a discredit to the 

UN”. 
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White House spokesman Scott McClellan said investigators failed to 

examine the facts and that their time would be better spent studying other 

cases. 

 

The report says the US should try all approximately 500 inmates, or free 

them “without further delay”. 

 

Aspects of the treatment at the camp amount to torture, the UN team 

alleges. 

 

In response, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan said that “sooner or later” the 

camp will have to close, but added that he did not agree with all elements of 

the latest report. 

 

However, he said he hoped the US government would close the camp “as 

soon as possible”. 

 

One of the five investigators responsible for the report, UN special 

rapporteur on torture Manfred Nowak, said the detention of inmates for 

years without charge amounted to arbitrary detention. 

 

“Those persons either have to be released immediately or they should be 

brought to a proper and competent court and tried for the offences they are 

charged with,” he told the BBC. 

 

‘Health threat’ 

The US has dismissed most of the allegations as “largely without merit”, 

saying the five investigators never actually visited Guantanamo Bay and that 

detainees are treated humanely. 

 

“The United Nations should be making serious investigations across the 

world, and there are many instances in which they do when it comes to 

human rights.  This was not one of them,” Mr McClellan said. 
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“And I think it’s a discredit to the UN when a team like this goes about 

rushing to report something when they haven’t even looked into the facts, all 

they’ve done is look at the allegations.” 

 

Earlier Mr McClellan described the UN report as “a rehash” of past claims 

made by lawyers representing the prisoners saying: “We know that al-Qaeda 

terrorists are trained in trying to disseminate false allegations.” 

 

The report says the US treatment of detainees, some of whom have been 

held for more than four years, violates their rights to physical and mental 

health. 

 

It expresses concern at the use of excessive force during transportation and 

force-feeding through nasal tubes during hunger strikes, which it says 

amounts to torture. 

 

The lack of any US investigation into these allegations is a breach of the UN 

Convention against Torture, it adds. 

 

The report ends by demanding that the UN be granted full and unrestricted 

access to the camp’s facilities, including private interviews with detainees. 

 

The US invited the UN to the camp last year after years of requests, but 

refused to grant the investigators the right to speak to detainees in private. 

 

The Pentagon has said only the International Committee of the Red Cross 

needs free access to prisoners. 

 

 

Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/world/fbi-objected-to-aggressive-

methods-at-guantanamo/2006/02/24/1140670261945.html 

FBI objected to aggressive methods at Guantanamo 

By Josh White in Washington 
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February 25, 2006 

 

FBI officials who were interrogating terrorism suspects at the Guantanamo 

Bay prison in 2002 and 2003 strenuously objected to aggressive techniques 

the military was using and believed they could be illegal, according to newly 

released FBI memos. 

 

The agents wrote in memos and emails that they were at odds with 

interrogators working for a Defence Intelligence Agency human intelligence 

(Humint) group and with guidance from senior Pentagon officials. 

 

The agents also repeatedly expressed their concerns to the senior officer at 

the base, Major-General Geoffrey Miller, and argued that the FBI-approved 

methods were more effective. 

 

One FBI agent wrote to FBI officials in May 2003: “Although [General] 

Miller acknowledged positive aspects of this approach, it was apparent that 

he favoured Defence Humint Service’s interrogation methods, despite FBI 

claims that such methods could easily result in the elicitation of unreliable 

and legally inadmissible information.” 

 

General Miller later travelled to Iraq and oversaw all detention operations 

there. 

 

The American Civil Liberties Union, which obtained the memos in a freedom 

of information lawsuit, first released versions of them in December 2004.  

But the memos released on Thursday included previously blacked-out 

statements and detailed discussions of the FBI’s concerns over the US Navy 

facility in Cuba. 

 

“Now we can say that the documents show conclusively that abuse and 

torture at Guantanamo was not the result of rogue elements but was the 
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consequence of policies deliberately adopted by senior military and 

Pentagon officials,” said Jameel Jaffer, a civil liberties union lawyer. 

 

A Pentagon spokesman, Lieutenant-Colonel John Skinner, said a series of 

investigations and reviews had shown that Defence Department officials 

never encouraged or condoned abuse.  “Guantanamo remains a safe, 

humane and professional detention operation.” 

 

The Defence Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, approved an expanded list of 

interrogation tactics in December 2002 for use on an important suspect.  He 

later rescinded the list.  A military investigation into allegations of abuse at 

Guantanamo Bay found the cumulative effect of the detainee’s treatment 

was abusive, but not illegal. 

 

One FBI agent wrote in an email that he saw two military interrogators 

“showing a detainee homosexual porn movies and using a strobe light” in an 

interrogation room adjoining one he was using, adding that he had also 

heard of prisoners being wrapped in Israeli flags.  That squares with 

complaints prisoners have made. 

 

The FBI documents also show that FBI officials declined to get involved in 

investigating abuses in Abu Ghraib jail in Iraq in January 2004, days after 

they learnt there was photographic evidence of abuse and several months 

before they became public. 

 

“First, the matter is outside our mission and would squander resources,” an 

FBI official wrote on January 22, 2004.  “Second, we need to maintain 

goodwill and relations with those operating the prison.  Our involvement in 

the investigation of the alleged abuse might harm our liaison.” 

 

The British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, at his monthly news conference, 

repeated his view that Guantanamo Bay was an anomaly and would have to 
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be shut sooner rather than later.  He also said he was making British 

objections known in private. 

 

The House of Commons foreign affairs committee has said Britain should 

make “loud and public” the Government’s objections to Guantanamo Bay 

rather than discuss the camp with the US behind the scenes.  The MPs also 

said ministers had not told the truth about what Britain knew about CIA 

flights carrying abducted terrorist suspects. 

 

The Washington Post, The Guardian 

 

 

BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4722534.stm 

Annan backs UN Guantanamo demand 

The UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, has said the United States must shut 

down Guantanamo Bay prison camp “as soon as is possible". 

 

Mr Annan backed a UN report calling for the closure of the camp where 

some 500 “enemy combatants" have been held without trial for up to four 

years. 

 

He said he did not agree with all findings, but said detainees could not be 

held “in perpetuity” without charge. 

 

The White House has dismissed the report as “a discredit to the UN”. 

 

The UN says the US should try the approximately 500 inmates, or free them 

“without further delay”. 

 

Mr Annan said bringing the detainees to trial would allow them to explain 

themselves. 

 

Only a handful of detainees have been tried so far. 
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Civil liberties 

While he did not agree with all the findings of the report, Mr Annan said it 

was crucial to strike a balance. 

 

“The basic premise, that we need to be careful to have a balance between 

effective action against terrorism and individual liberties and civil rights, I 

think is valid,” Mr Annan told reporters. 

 

White House spokesman Scott McClellan rejected the call to close the camp. 

 

Mr McClellan said the military treated all detainees humanely.  “These are 

dangerous terrorists that we’re talking about,” he added. 

 

“They are people that are determined to harm innocent civilians, or harm 

innocent Americans.  They were enemy combatants picked up on the 

battlefield in the war on terrorism.” 

 

A senior British minister also called for the camp to be closed. 

 

Speaking on the BBC television Question Time programme, Peter Hain said 

he would prefer to see Guantanamo Bay close. 

 

He also indicated that the UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair, agreed with him. 

 

Rejections 

The US has dismissed most of the findings of the report which include 

allegations of torture. 

 

It said most of the allegations were “largely without merit” as the five 

investigators never actually visited Guantanamo Bay. 

 

The investigators say they rejected an offer to go to Guantanamo, as they 

would not have been allowed to meet the prisoners. 
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The report will be presented to the UN Commission of Human Rights, which 

authorised the report, at its next session in Geneva on 13 March. 

 

 

BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4723512.stm 

Tutu calls for Guantanamo closure 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu has joined in the growing chorus of 

condemnation of America’s Guantanamo Bay prison camp. 

 

He said the detention camp was a stain on the character of the United States 

as a superpower and a democracy. 

 

He also attacked Britain’s 28-day detention period for terror suspects, 

calling it excessive and untenable. 

 

His comments follow a UN report calling for the closure of the camp where 

some 500 “enemy combatants” have been held without trial for up to four 

years. 

 

Speaking on the BBC’s Today programme, Archbishop Tutu said he was 

alarmed that arguments used by the South African apartheid regime are now 

being used to justify anti-terror measures. 

 

“It is disgraceful and one cannot find strong enough words to condemn what 

Britain and the United States and some of their allies have accepted,” he 

said. 

 

The respected clergyman said the rule of law had been “subverted 

horrendously” and he described the muted public outcry – particularly in 

America – as “saddening”. 

 

Archbishop Tutu also attacked Tony Blair’s failed attempt to hold terrorist 

suspects in Britain for up to 90 days without charge. 
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“Ninety days for a South African is an awful deja-vu because we had in South 

Africa in the bad old days a 90-day detention law,” he said. 

 

Under apartheid, as at Guantanamo, people were held for “unconscionably 

long periods” and then released, he said. 

 

“Are you able to restore to those people the time when their freedom was 

denied them? If you have evidence for goodness sake produce it in a court of 

law,” he said. 

 

“People with power have an incredible capacity for wanting to be able to 

retain that power and don’t like scrutiny.” 

 

International pressure 

Archbishop Tutu’s comments add to the mounting international pressure on 

US President Bush to close the detention centre at Guantanamo Bay. 

 

The UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, said on Thursday that America must 

close the camp “as soon as is possible”. 

 

His comments backed a UN report recommending that the US try the 

approximately 500 inmates, or free them “without further delay”. 

 

A senior British minister has also called for the camp to be closed. 

 

Speaking on the BBC television Question Time programme on Thursday, 

Peter Hain said he would prefer to see Guantanamo Bay close. 

 

He also indicated that the UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair, agreed with him. 

 

The US has dismissed most of the findings of the UN report which include 

allegations of torture. 
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White House spokesman Scott McClellan on Thursday rejected the call to 

close the camp, saying the military treated all detainees humanely. 

 

“These are dangerous terrorists that we’re talking about,” he said. 

 

 

BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4790742.stm 

Doctors attack US over Guantanamo 

 

More than 250 medical experts have signed a letter condemning the US for 

force-feeding prisoners on hunger strike at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. 

 

The experts, from seven nations, said physicians at the prison had to respect 

inmates’ right to refuse treatment. 

 

The letter, in the medical journal The Lancet, said doctors who used 

restraints and force-feeding should be punished by their professional bodies. 

 

Some 500 terror suspects are being held without trial at Guantanamo Bay. 

 

The US has argued that the Geneva Convention does not apply to prisoners 

at the camp, who, it says, are enemy combatants who continue to pose a 

threat to national security. 

 

Human rights groups and the UN have urged the US to close down the 

facility. 

 

Amnesty International said the “troubling” accusations in the doctors’ letter 

underlined the need for the “independent medical examination of the 

prisoners”. 
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‘Different person’ 

The open letter in the Lancet was signed by more than 250 top doctors from 

seven countries – the UK, the US, Ireland, Germany, Australia, Italy and the 

Netherlands. 

 

“We urge the US government to ensure that detainees are assessed by 

independent physicians and that techniques such as force-feeding and 

restraint chairs are abandoned,” the letter said. 

 

The doctors said the World Medical Association – a world body representing 

physicians, including those in the US – specifically prohibited force-feeding. 

 

They said the American Medical Association, a member of the world group, 

should instigate disciplinary proceedings against any members known to 

have violated the code. 

 

Detainees at the camp have said hunger-strikers were strapped into chairs 

and force-fed through tubes inserted in their noses. 

 

Former inmate Mundah Habib told the BBC he stopped eating because 

drugs were put in his food.  “As soon as I had the food I found I was a 

different person,” he said. 

 

He said the hunger strike was the only way to “send a message to the public 

outside to know what’s going on”. 

 

More than 80 inmates are said to have gone on hunger strike in December 

last year – a figure that has now reportedly dropped to four. 

 

‘Patient’s decision’ 

Dr David Nicholl, a UK neurologist who initiated the Lancet letter, told the 

BBC’s World Today programme that US doctors going to Guantanamo Bay 

were being screened to ensure they agreed with the policy of force-feeding. 
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“In effect they are screened to make sure they don’t have doctors with a 

conscience.” 

 

Dr Nicholl said it was the patient’s decision to go on hunger strike and the 

doctor’s responsibility was to explain the consequences and confirm the 

patient was sane. 

 

In February, Lt Col Martin, chief military spokesman at the US detention 

facility, said force-feeding was administered “in a humane and 

compassionate manner” and only when necessary to keep the prisoners 

alive. 

 

But Dr Nicholl said that “horrible as it may sound” the doctor had to 

conform to the wishes of hunger strikers, even if it led to their deaths. 

 

Dr Nicholl said the letter’s signatories felt there was not enough publicity 

about the matter in the US media and that Americans needed to be 

challenged. 

 

He said the definition of torture issued at the camp in 2002 as actions that 

caused only “death or major organ failure” was “not a definition anyone on 

the planet is using”. 

 

 

New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/channel/opinion/dn8828.html 

Doctors decry force-feeding at Guantanamo Bay 

 11:51 10 March 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Roxanne Khamsi 

 

Doctors concerned about potential ethical breaches at the US naval base 

Guantanamo Bay in Cuba are calling on the US government to stop the 

force-feeding of prisoners on hunger strike. 
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A group of about 260 physicians from seven different countries, including 

the US, have written a letter in The Lancet this week describing how the 

apparent practice of force-feeding detainees held at Guantanamo Bay goes 

against international medical codes.  They argue that the World Medical 

Association specifically prohibits force-feeding in the Declarations of Tokyo 

and Malta, adopted in 1975 and 1991, respectively. 

 

“A physician should respect them and not force-feed them,” says Holly 

Atkinson, a doctor and president of the Massachusetts-based group 

Physicians for Human Rights who signed the letter. 

 

The procedure to force-feeding the prisoners reportedly involves restraining 

them in a chair while inserting a large tube through their nasal passages into 

their stomachs. 

 

“We’re extremely concerned that they’re using these chairs to force-feed 

people,” says Jumana Musa, Amnesty International’s advocacy director for 

domestic human rights and international justice based in Washington DC, 

US. She says the types of restraint chairs reportedly used at Guantanamo, 

which employ straps around the chest and head, have caused circulation and 

respiratory complications such as thrombosis and positional asphyxia in the 

past. 

 

Consent issue 

More than 80 detainees are said to have gone on hunger strike in the last 

year, but the number has reportedly dwindled to about four prisoners. 

 

Barbara Olshansky, deputy legal director at the Center for Constitutional 

rights in New York, believes that the detainees’ limited communication with 

their families and frustration in waiting for a trial led them to refuse food.  

“The only thing they have control over is whether to eat,” says Olshansky. 
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Even though they risk death without food, prisoners should not have tubes 

forced into them that supply nutrients because they are making an informed 

decision, argues David Nicholl, a neurologist at the City Hospital in 

Birmingham, UK, who initiated the letter.  “The issue is one of patient 

consent,” he stresses. 

 

Nicholl notes that the UK government respected the right of prisoners to 

refuse food and allowed Irish hunger strikers to do so in the early 1980s, 

leading to the death of 10 inmates. 

 

Ethical screening 

Nicholl says there is a risk involved with force-feeding: in rare cases the 

painful procedure can cause complications such as an eruption of the 

oesophagus – the passage between the mouth and stomach. 

 

An article published in the New England Journal of Medicine recently 

reported that health care workers are screened before deployment to 

Guantanamo Bay to ensure that they do not have ethical objections to 

“assisted” feeding (vol 353, p 2529). 

 

The American Medical Association has endorsed ethical codes that recognise 

a prisoner’s right not to eat, including the Declaration of Tokyo. 

 

“Current AMA policy regarding the treatment of those who engage in hunger 

strikes prohibits forced feeding,” Duane Cady, chairman of the AMA’s board 

of trustees, noted in a recent statement. 

 

Nicholl believes the US medical community should call for an investigation 

into the actions taken against hunger strikers at Guantanamo Bay. 

 

 

Lancet: http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140673606683268/fulltext 

Forcefeeding and restraint of Guantanamo Bay hunger strikers 

The Lancet 2006; 367:811 / DOI:10.1016/S0140-6736(06)68326-8 
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David J Nicholl,   Holly G Atkinson,   John Kalk,   William Hopkins,   Elwyn 

Elias,   Adnan Siddiqui,   Ronald E Cranford  and   Oliver Sacks,   on behalf 

of 255 other doctors 

 

We write regarding the forcefeeding and restraint of Guantanamo Bay 

detainees currently on hunger strike.  The World Medical Association 

specifically prohibits forcefeeding in the Declarations of Tokyo and Malta, to 

which the American Medical Association is a signatory. 

 

Fundamental to doctors’ responsibilities in attending a hunger striker is the 

recognition that prisoners have a right to refuse treatment.  The UK 

government has respected this right even under very difficult circumstances 

and allowed Irish hunger strikers to die.  Physicians do not have to agree 

with the prisoner, but they must respect their informed decision.  Those 

breaching such guidelines should be held to account by their professional 

bodies.  John Edmondson (former commander of the hospital at 

Guantanamo) instigated this practice, and we have seen no evidence that 

procedures have changed under the current physician in charge, Ronald 

Sollock. 

 

Edmondson, in a signed affidavit, stated that “the involuntary feeding was 

authorized through a lawful order of a higher military authority.”  This 

defence, which has previously been described as the Nuremberg defence, is 

not defensible in law.  In a reply to an earlier draft of this letter, Edmondson 

said that he was not forcefeeding but “providing nutritional 

supplementation on a voluntary basis to detainees who wish to protest their 

confinement by not taking oral nourishment”. 

 

Recently, it was confirmed that health-care staff are screened to ensure that 

they agree with the policy of forcefeeding before working in Guantanamo 

Bay.  On his departure, Edmondson was awarded a medal for his “inspiring 

leadership and exemplary performance [which] significantly improved the 

quality of health care for residents of Guantanamo Bay” and “scored an 
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unprecedented 100% on both the Hospital and the Home Health surveys.”  

The New York Times, however, reports that hunger striking detainees are 

strapped into restraint chairs in uncomfortably cold isolation cells to force 

them off their hunger strike. 

 

We urge the US government to ensure that detainees are assessed by 

independent physicians and that techniques such as forcefeeding and 

restraint chairs are abandoned forthwith in accordance with internationally 

agreed standards. 

 

 

World Medical Association: http://www.wma.net/e/policy/c18.htm 

The World Medical Association Declaration of Tokyo 

 Guidelines for Physicians Concerning Torture and other Cruel, 

Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment in Relation to 

Detention and Imprisonment 

 Adopted by the 29th World Medical Assembly, Tokyo, Japan, 

October 1975 and editorially revised at the 170th Council Session, 

Divonne-les-Bains, France, May 2005 

 

PREAMBLE 

It is the privilege of the physician to practise medicine in the service of 

humanity, to preserve and restore bodily and mental health without 

distinction as to persons, to comfort and to ease the suffering of his or her 

patients. The utmost respect for human life is to be maintained even under 

threat, and no use made of any medical knowledge contrary to the laws of 

humanity. 

 

For the purpose of this Declaration, torture is defined as the deliberate, 

systematic or wanton infliction of physical or mental suffering by one or 

more persons acting alone or on the orders of any authority, to force another 

person to yield information, to make a confession, or for any other reason. 
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DECLARATION 

1. The physician shall not countenance, condone or participate in the 

practice of torture or other forms of cruel, inhuman or degrading 

procedures, whatever the offence of which the victim of such procedures 

is suspected, accused or guilty, and whatever the victim’s beliefs or 

motives, and in all situations, including armed conflict and civil strife. 

 

2. The physician shall not provide any premises, instruments, substances 

or knowledge to facilitate the practice of torture or other forms of cruel, 

inhuman or degrading treatment or to diminish the ability of the victim 

to resist such treatment. 

 

3. The physician shall not be present during any procedure during which 

torture or any other forms of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment is 

used or threatened. 

 

4. A physician must have complete clinical independence in deciding upon 

the care of a person for whom he or she is medically responsible.  The 

physician’s fundamental role is to alleviate the distress of his or her 

fellow human beings, and no motive, whether personal, collective or 

political, shall prevail against this higher purpose. 

 

5. Where a prisoner refuses nourishment and is considered by the 

physician as capable of forming an unimpaired and rational judgment 

concerning the consequences of such a voluntary refusal of 

nourishment, he or she shall not be fed artificially.  The decision as to 

the capacity of the prisoner to form such a judgment should be 

confirmed by at least one other independent physician.  The 

consequences of the refusal of nourishment shall be explained by the 

physician to the prisoner. 

 

6. The World Medical Association will support, and should encourage the 

international community, the National Medical Associations and fellow 
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physicians to support, the physician and his or her family in the face of 

threats or reprisals resulting from a refusal to condone the use of torture 

or other forms of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment. 
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Mad cow disease found in US herds 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/mad-cow-disease-found-in-us-herds.html 

Tuesday, March 14, 2006 

 

Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), otherwise known as 

“mad cow disease” is a frightening thing.  Ever since we 

discovered that it could cross the species barrier can lead to 

infection in humans (causing variant Creuztfeld-Jakobs 

Disease), BSE has frozen the international beef industry. 

 

The public also discovered some less than appealing aspects of 

growing cattle herds; cattle feed which included the processed 

offal of cows – cows eating cows.  Although the “sporadic” or 

“classical” form of CJD was simply due to “bad luck”, “kuru” or 

laughing sickness in New Guinea was similarly spread by 

cannibalism.  In this case, it was from the ingestion of infected 

human tissues. 

 

The discovery of BSE in Britain and Europe devastated the beef 

industry on the continent.  The response was the almost 

complete eradication of the cattle herds.  For yet another case of 

BSE to be discovered in US cattle is very bad news for American 

beef growers.  Needless to say, any export market would be 

extremely wary, if not placing an outright moratorium on US 

beef imports.  More worrying still, is whether there US 

population have been unknowingly exposed to a background 

level of beef contaminated with BSE. 
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Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/World/US-confirms-3rd-case-of-

mad-cow-disease/2006/03/14/1142098432539.html 

US confirms 3rd case of mad cow disease 

March 14, 2006 – 9:10AM 

 

A beef cow from a herd in Alabama tested positive for mad cow disease, US 

officials said, confirming the third case of the disease in 27 months. 

 

The US Agriculture Department said the 10-year-old animal, which had 

tested “inconclusive” for mad cow disease during the weekend, showed a 

positive result when subjected to a more advanced test. 

 

The latest discovery came at a time when US officials were trying to convince 

Japan to reopen its market to US beef after a shipment of veal violated meat 

export rules by containing spinal material.  Japan suspended beef trade on 

January 20. 

 

South Korea said it could cancel a planned opening of its market in April to 

US beef if a new US case was found.  Seoul has banned US beef since the 

first US case in December 2003. 

 

Agriculture Department Chief Veterinarian John Clifford announced the 

positive test results during a telephone news conference. 

 

He said the new case was confirmed through the Western Blot test, which 

was added to USDA’s battery of tests last year. 

 

But Clifford insisted that the discovery of a new case of mad cow disease in 

the United States should not scare other nations away from American beef. 

 

“We have sufficient safeguards” to assure US beef is safe to eat, Clifford said.  

He said USDA hoped “this would not affect” trade. 
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USDA had few details about the cow’s home farm or who owned the animal 

before she arrived at the Alabama farm less than a year ago.  The non-

ambulatory cow was euthanized by a veterinarian who saved brain samples 

for testing. 

 

The United States has struggled to restore beef exports to overseas markets 

that totalled $US3.8 billion ($A5.2 billion) annually before mad cow was 

discovered. Beef exports in 2006 are estimated at 905 million pounds, down 

64 per cent from 2003. 

 

The cow appeared old enough to have been born before the 1997 ban on 

using cattle parts in cattle feed – one of the two major US safeguards against 

spread of the disease.  The other is a requirement for meatpackers to remove 

from carcasses of older animals the brains, spinal cords and other nervous 

tissues most at risk of carrying the infective agent. 

 

Before the positive test result was reported, Agriculture Secretary Mike 

Johanns, travelling in Europe, said the United States had a wide-ranging set 

of safeguards against mad cow. 

 

“I do not think it will have a negative impact on trade with other countries,” 

Johanns told reporters during a visit to Poland. 

 

After the United States discovered its first case of mad cow disease in 

December, 2003, USDA launched an enhanced testing program of cattle 

believed to be at the highest risk for the disease.  The latest suspect animal 

was found as part of the program, which so far has tested more than 

650,000 cattle since June 2004. 
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Death of a tyrant: Slobodan Milošević 

Friday, March 17, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/death-of-tyrant-slobodan-milosevic.html 

 

Slobodan Milošević, former President of Serbia, former 

President of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, on trial at The 

Hague for crimes against humanity, dubbed the “Butcher of the 

Balkans” died at the age of 64 years on 11 March 2006. 

 

Autopsy revealed that he died from a myocardial infarction 

(heart attack). 

 

With his passing ends a chapter of conflict within the Balkan 

states, though there will be no closure for those seeking 

resolution through the International Criminal Court.  He was 

divisive in life and so too in death.  Accusations of poisoning 

have been aired from his supporters; which have been 

countered with the claim that Milošević was trying to harm his 

own health to force his captors to release him for medical 

treatment in Russia.  Within the intrigue of this game, there is 

one indisputable fact: in death, he has escaped justice for his 

crimes. 

 

Tim Judah, an author and analyst on the Balkans wrote a 

succinct article on the legacy of Slobodan Milošević. 

 

Source article 
BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/4797564.stm 
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Milosevic’s legacy of discord 

By Tim Judah 

 

Slobodan Milosevic was once dubbed by the Western media “the butcher of 

the Balkans”. 

 

In one of his early speeches, in 1988, before hundreds of thousands of Serbs, 

he declaimed: “We enter every battle... with the aim of winning it.” 

 

But, in the end, the Serbs lost all their wars.  They lost in Croatia, in Bosnia 

and in Kosovo. 

 

The Croatian war claimed some 20,000 lives, the Bosnian war 100,000 and 

the Kosovo war some 10,000. 

 

Millions of lives were shattered.  The region is still far from overcoming the 

legacies of the wars, which he was so instrumental in starting. 

 

And yet, to judge from the reactions from across the region, few are happy 

that Milosevic has gone.  Indeed, there is anger.  And this is understandable. 

 

Saint or sinner 

Since 2001, Milosevic has been in court at the Yugoslav war crimes tribunal 

in The Hague.  His trial was nearing its end.  His death means that he has 

escaped judgement. 

 

His death means that now there will never be a judgement from outside the 

region, which former Yugoslavs might one day be able to look to as 

impartial. 

 

In the region though, and in the short term, the passing of Slobodan 

Milosevic will make little difference. 
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Bosnia, Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro and to a lesser extent other parts of the 

former Yugoslavia, are all still struggling with the legacies of the Yugoslav 

wars. 

 

The international status of Kosovo and Montenegro remains to be settled, 

quite apart from the long-term devastating economic fallout of conflict. 

 

Martyr claim 

Milosevic was not, contrary to what many believe, a nationalist.  He was a 

political opportunist. 

 

Ever since his fall in 2000, he has also been a figure from the past.  He no 

longer had any significant political influence in Serbia or the rest of the 

Balkans. 

 

Some of his former political allies will certainly seek to capitalise on his 

death, by claiming him as a political martyr. 

 

They are already pointing out that the tribunal recently refused to let him go 

to Moscow for medical treatment. 

 

Indeed, as Ivica Dacic, a leader of Mr Milosevic’s now tiny Socialist Party of 

Serbia has said: “It is of major importance for the future of our country that 

through his defence and the fact he died without being convicted, Milosevic 

had managed to defend national and state interests.” 

 

Shock today 

Many Serbs may reflect though that their country remains impoverished 

thanks to his policies – and soon Kosovo, which they regard as the cradle of 

their history and culture will probably be awarded its independence, against 

Serbia’s wishes. 
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Slobodan Milosevic shaped the lives and times of all of the people of the 

former Yugoslavia.  But his time was gone. 

 

Today they will be in shock.  Tomorrow will be life as normal. 

 

But, his death means his legacy will be forever disputed and always a 

potential source of discord between former enemies. 

 

Tim Judah is the author of The Serbs: History, Myth and the Destruction of 

Yugoslavia and Kosovo: War and Revenge, both published by Yale 

University Press. 
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Parody: Fill your belly with salvation 

Monday, March 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/parody-fill-your-belly-with-salvation.html 

 

The Onion, self proclaimed as “America’s finest news source” is 

truly one wicked news site.  Wickedly funny, that is.  Its news 

articles are clever satires and parodies of modern day events.  

Peel away the layers, and you will find the glimmer of truth 

within… 

 

Source article 
The Onion: http://www.theonion.com/content/node/46226 

Poverty-Stricken Africans Receive Desperately Needed Bibles 

March 13, 2006 | Issue 42-11 

 

MARADI, NIGER – More than 60,000 urgently needed Bibles arrived to 

allay suffering throughout the famine-stricken nation of Niger Friday, in one 

of the largest humanitarian-relief operations ever attempted by a Christian 

ministry. 

 

“Come rejoice, and feast upon the word of Our Lord, Jesus Christ,” said 

Christina Clarkson, executive director of the Living Light Ministries of 

Lubbock, TX.  “Those who were hungry, hunger no more, for the Word 

brings life.” 

 

An exuberant Clarkson said the Bible drop was the culmination of one of the 

largest and most aggressive grassroots fundraising drives ever undertaken 

by the organization, which was able to fund the mission largely through local 

charitable events, such as bake-offs, barbecues, and pie-eating contests. 
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“We absolutely would not be here today if it were not for the amazing 

generosity of the people back home,” Clarkson said.  “People everywhere 

opened up their hearts and checkbooks to us and said, ‘Dig in.’” 

 

Niger, ranked as the second-poorest nation on Earth, is experiencing its 

worst famine in more than 20 years, as a brutal drought last year was 

followed by a plague of crop-destroying locusts.  An estimated 3.5 million of 

Niger’s 12 million people are currently at risk of starvation. 

 

“That’s why it was so important for this mission to happen right now,” said 

Clarkson.  “So many people here are suffering.  Disease, starvation, and lack 

of shelter are day-to-day realities in Niger.  But once they hear the Good 

News of Jesus Christ and accept Him as their Lord and Savior—once they 

really take Him into their hearts—then they will see what poor comforts are 

the things of this world.” 

 

Due to the tireless efforts of Clarkson and other members of the 

congregation, the ministry was able to provide the needy with Bibles 

superior to the ones they use in their own church services. 

 

“Handcrafted, genuine leather—best money can buy,” said 61-year-old 

missionary Don Kostic as he ran his hand along the book’s ornately 

embossed spine.  “It’s like my wife back home says: Nothing is too good for 

people who are ready to receive the Living Word of Christ.” 

 

Although the fundraising efforts were unprecedented, congregation 

members said Living Light would never have succeeded had they not 

obtained the generous support of an array of corporate sponsors, including 

Applebee’s and Church’s Fried Chicken. 

 

“We spent so much money just to get here,” Kostic continued.  “After we had 

all the Bibles engraved, we still had to charter the plane.  When we landed in 

Niamey, we could barely even afford ground transportation.” 
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Undaunted, the missionaries purchased the best vehicle they could find, 

which turned out to be a used bread truck.  “That old thing!” recalled Kostic, 

laughing.  “We must’ve scrubbed it down a hundred times.  You couldn’t get 

the smell of freshly baked, vitamin-fortified bread out of it if your life 

depended on it.” 

 

Reaction among Niger residents has been mixed. 

 

Moussa Yaouli, a 35-year-old farmer, was particularly interested to learn 

more about the doctrine of transubstantiation, which Living Light personnel 

told him involved the eating of wafers.  “It is said to be a big wafer.  I am 

sure it will feed many of my children.” 

 

Though “spiritually gratified” by their work, many of the missionaries spoke 

about the difficulties of working in an impoverished country. 

 

“It can be so hard being away from the comfort of our homes and our loving 

families,” Clarkson confided.  “I will admit, there have been times when I 

prayed, ‘Lord, just help me get through this mission and get me back to 

Texas!’  But when we rolled into town and people started running after the 

truck with those big smiles on their faces, I couldn’t help but smile back.” 

 

Clarkson added: “And when we opened up the back of the truck and they 

saw that it was full of Bibles...  Grown men and women wept in front of their 

children.  That’s how moved they were by the Holy Spirit.  That’s how I know 

it’s all been worth it.” 

 

Clarkson said her mission will succeed in bringing the people of Niger “the 

spiritual sustenance they’ve been deprived of,” despite such obstacles as the 

nation’s 18 percent literacy rate. 

 



March 2006 

 151 

“You say you’re suffering.  I say, let the good Lord do the suffering for you,” 

she said.  “You say you’re exhibiting the deleterious effects of severe 

dehydration and chronic malnutrition.  And I say that no matter what ails 

you, the Holy Bible is the best medicine there is.” 
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And fact is stranger than fiction… 

Monday, March 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/and-fact-is-stranger-than-fiction.html 

 

In a statement that should be in The Onion rather than a 

serious article in the Sydney Morning Herald: 

 

“Against strong American opposition, the 
United Nations has overwhelmingly voted 
to establish a new body to promote 
human rights around the world.” 

 

If there is any proof that there is something seriously wrong 

with the current United States administration, this is it.  There 

were only four countries that opposed the formation of the new 

body that will replace the defunct Human Rights Commission: 

the United States, Israel, Marshall Islands and Palau.  In 

essence, the United States of American and its “client” states.  

Even Australia, which has been joined at the hip with the US 

since the election of the Howard Government “broke ranks” and 

voted with the overwhelming majority. 

 

It is not entirely clear to me why the United States would 

oppose the formation of this body.  Overt unilateralism?  To 

shield itself from criticism of American human rights abuses?  

Whatever the case may be, the United States has proven itself to 

be not a “team player” when it comes to international 

diplomacy and respecting the democracy of international 

institutions. 
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Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/america-cant-block-uns-new-

human-rights-body/2006/03/16/1142098602922.html 

America can’t block UN’s new human rights body 

By Mark Coultan Herald Correspondent in New York 

March 17, 2006 

 

AGAINST strong American opposition the United Nations has 

overwhelmingly voted to establish a new body to promote human rights 

around the world. 

 

In an unusual split with the US, Australia was one of the 170 countries that 

supported a new body to replace the discredited Human Rights Commission. 

 

The Human Rights Council will have upgraded status, will be a standing 

body which meets regularly – the old commission met for just a few weeks 

each year – and hold special sessions to deal with a crisis. 

 

The new council is one of the more important UN changes which the 

Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, has been calling for, and which came out of 

the summit of world leaders last September. 

 

Mr Annan had condemned the Human Rights Commission, saying it had 

been discredited by human rights abusers who joined to protect themselves 

from criticism, or to criticise another country. 

 

Countries such as Sudan and Burma could be elected because of a system of 

bloc or regional voting.  The new body will be elected by the entire General 

Assembly. 
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The US was one of just four countries to oppose the new body, and 

demanded that each country’s vote be recorded.  Israel, the Marshall Islands 

and Palau also voted against it. 

 

John Bolton, the US ambassador to the UN, said the council was not a 

sufficient improvement from the old commission.  He railed against 

compromises which had been agreed to in order to get majority support for 

the council. 

 

But the president of the General Assembly, Sweden’s Jan Eliasson, refused 

to reopen negotiations.  Russia, Cuba, Pakistan and some Arab countries 

were among those reported to have been ready to try to impose their own 

ideas on the council if it had been reopened for negotiation. 

 

Mr Bolton said the US objected to dropping the requirement that two-thirds 

of the countries in the General Assembly had to support a candidate state for 

it to be elected to the council.  Instead, members will be elected by a simple 

majority. 

 

Mr Bolton also said that countries which were subject to sanctions for 

human rights abuses or for supporting terrorism should also be barred. 

 

Australia, in a joint statement with New Zealand and Canada, said it would 

have liked a two-thirds requirement for membership, and tougher 

provisions for preventing abusers of human rights being elected, but voted 

in favour anyway. 

 

But they said they would not vote for any country that abused human rights. 

The first vote for the council will be in May. 
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Massacre in Haditha, Iraq 

Wednesday, March 22, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/massacre-in-haditha-iraq.html 

 

Investigative reporting by Time magazine appears to have 

opened up a can of worms for the United States military.  On 19 

November 2005, an incident occurred in the town of Haditha, 

Iraq.  Fifteen civilians including seven women and three 

children were killed.  The military claimed that the civilians 

were killed by a roadside blast initially, and later that there 

were accidentally killed by US fire amid a gun battle with 

insurgents. 

 

However, the physical evidence and testimony from the locals is 

much more chilling. 

 

The bodies of the civilians were riddled with bullets; which 

obviously threw the initial US military claim into absurdity.  

The interior walls of the houses of the victims were splattered 

with blood and damaged by gunfire.  The exterior walls were 

not. 

 

Says Eman Waleed, 9, the surviving child who saw seven family 

members killed by US soldiers (as quoted from Time Online): 

 

“We heard a big noise that woke us all up 
… Then we did what we always do when 
there’s an explosion: my father goes into 
his room with the Koran and prays that 
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the family will be spared any harm … [I] 
heard a lot of shooting, so none of us went 
outside.  Besides, it was very early, and 
we were all wearing our nightclothes … 
First, they went into my father’s room, 
where he was reading the Koran … and we 
heard shots … I couldn’t see their faces 
very well—only their guns sticking into 
the doorway.  I watched them shoot my 
grandfather, first in the chest and then in 
the head.  Then they killed my granny.” 

 

Her younger brother was also shot, as were the other adult 

family members trying to shield the children.  A man and a 

woman were seen running from the house – US soldiers gave 

chase and managed to shoot the man.  The woman, Hiba 

Abdullah, managed to escape with her baby. 

 

The US military then raided a second house (apparently 

because they believed that they were taking fire from it).  They 

killed all eight residents including several small children. 

 

It seems to me that this is clearly a massacre of civilians.  

Perhaps the US marines were frightened or inexperienced, 

perhaps there were out for revenge.  Either way, US soldiers 

deliberately entered two houses of civilians and killed all the 

occupants, even children.  The US military were willing to 

sweep this under the carpet with a convenient lie and an 

investigation is now only taking place after what is frankly 

damning evidence exposed by Time magazine. 

 

Source article 
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Time Magazine: http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1174649,00.html 

One Morning in Haditha 

Sunday, Mar. 19, 2006 

By TIM MCGIRK / BAGHDAD 

Last November, U.S. Marines killed 15 Iraqi civilians in their homes.  Was it 

self-defense, an accident or cold-blooded revenge?  A Time exclusive 

 

The incident seemed like so many others from this war, the kind of tragedy 

that has become numbingly routine amid the daily reports of violence in 

Iraq.  On the morning of Nov. 19, 2005, a roadside bomb struck a humvee 

carrying Marines from Kilo Company, 3rd Battalion, 1st Marines, on a road 

near Haditha, a restive town in western Iraq.  The bomb killed Lance 

Corporal Miguel (T.J.) Terrazas, 20, from El Paso, Texas.  The next day a 

Marine communique from Camp Blue Diamond in Ramadi reported that 

Terrazas and 15 Iraqi civilians were killed by the blast and that “gunmen 

attacked the convoy with small-arms fire,” prompting the Marines to return 

fire, killing eight insurgents and wounding one other.  The Marines from 

Kilo Company held a memorial service for Terrazas at their camp in 

Haditha.  They wrote messages like “T.J., you were a great friend.  I’m going 

to miss seeing you around” on smooth stones and piled them in a funeral 

mound.  And the war moved on. 

 

But the details of what happened that morning in Haditha are more 

disturbing, disputed and horrific than the military initially reported.  

According to eyewitnesses and local officials interviewed over the past 10 

weeks, the civilians who died in Haditha on Nov. 19 were killed not by a 

roadside bomb but by the Marines themselves, who went on a rampage in 

the village after the attack, killing 15 unarmed Iraqis in their homes, 

including seven women and three children.  Human-rights activists say that 

if the accusations are true, the incident ranks as the worst case of deliberate 

killing of Iraqi civilians by U.S. service members since the war began. 

 

In January, after Time presented military officials in Baghdad with the 

Iraqis’ accounts of the Marines’ actions, the U.S. opened its own 
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investigation, interviewing 28 people, including the Marines, the families of 

the victims and local doctors.  According to military officials, the inquiry 

acknowledged that, contrary to the military’s initial report, the 15 civilians 

killed on Nov. 19 died at the hands of the Marines, not the insurgents.  The 

military announced last week that the matter has been handed over to the 

Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS), which will conduct a criminal 

investigation to determine whether the troops broke the laws of war by 

deliberately targeting civilians.  Lieut. Colonel Michelle Martin-Hing, 

spokeswoman for the Multi-National Force-Iraq, told Time the involvement 

of the NCIS does not mean that a crime occurred.  And she says the fault for 

the civilian deaths lies squarely with the insurgents, who “placed 

noncombatants in the line of fire as the Marines responded to defend 

themselves.” 

 

Because the incident is officially under investigation, members of the Marine 

unit that was in Haditha on Nov. 19 are not allowed to speak with reporters.  

But the military’s own reconstruction of events and the accounts of town 

residents interviewed by Time—including six whose family members were 

killed that day—paint a picture of a devastatingly violent response by a 

group of U.S. troops who had lost one of their own to a deadly insurgent 

attack and believed they were under fire.  Time obtained a videotape that 

purports to show the aftermath of the Marines’ assault and provides graphic 

documentation of its human toll.  What happened in Haditha is a reminder 

of the horrors faced by civilians caught in the middle of war—and what war 

can do to the people who fight it. 

 

Here’s what all participants agree on: at around 7:15 a.m. on Nov. 19, a U.S. 

humvee was struck by a powerful improvised explosive device (IED) 

attached to a large propane canister, triggered by remote control.  The bomb 

killed Terrazas, who was driving, and injured two other Marines.  For U.S. 

troops, Haditha, set among date-palm groves along the Euphrates River, was 

inhospitable territory; every day the Marines found scores of bombs buried 

in the dirt roads near their base.  Eman Waleed, 9, lived in a house 150 yards 



March 2006 

 159 

from the site of the blast, which was strong enough to shatter all the 

windows in her home.  “We heard a big noise that woke us all up,” she recalls 

two months later.  “Then we did what we always do when there’s an 

explosion: my father goes into his room with the Koran and prays that the 

family will be spared any harm.”  Eman says the rest of the family—her 

mother, grandfather, grandmother, two brothers, two aunts and two 

uncles—gathered in the living room.  According to military officials familiar 

with the investigation, the Marines say they came under fire from the 

direction of the Waleed house immediately after being hit by the IED. A 

group of Marines headed toward the house.  Eman says she “heard a lot of 

shooting, so none of us went outside.  Besides, it was very early, and we were 

all wearing our nightclothes.”  When the Marines entered the house, they 

were shouting in English.  “First, they went into my father’s room, where he 

was reading the Koran,” she claims, “and we heard shots.”  According to 

Eman, the Marines then entered the living room.  “I couldn’t see their faces 

very well—only their guns sticking into the doorway.  I watched them shoot 

my grandfather, first in the chest and then in the head.  Then they killed my 

granny.”  She claims the troops started firing toward the corner of the room 

where she and her younger brother Abdul Rahman, 8, were hiding; the other 

adults shielded the children from the bullets but died in the process.  Eman 

says her leg was hit by a piece of metal and Abdul Rahman was shot near his 

shoulder.  “We were lying there, bleeding, and it hurt so much. Afterward, 

some Iraqi soldiers came.  They carried us in their arms.  I was crying, 

shouting ‘Why did you do this to our family?’  And one Iraqi soldier tells me, 

‘We didn’t do it. The Americans did.'”  Time was unable to speak with the 

only other survivor of the raid, Eman’s younger brother, who relatives say is 

traumatized by the experience.  U.S. military officials familiar with the 

investigation say that after entering the house, the Marines walked into a 

corridor with closed doors on either side. They thought they heard the clack-

clack sound of an AK-47 being racked and readied for fire.  (Eman and 

relatives who were not in the house insist that no guns were there.)  

Believing they were about to be ambushed, the Marines broke down the two 

doors simultaneously and fired their weapons.  The officials say the military 
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has confirmed that seven people were killed inside the house—including two 

women and a child.  The Marines also reported seeing a man and a woman 

run out of the house; they gave chase and shot and killed the man.  Relatives 

say the woman, Hiba Abdullah, escaped with her baby. 

 

According to military officials, the Marines say they then started taking fire 

from the direction of a second house, prompting them to break down the 

door of that house and throw in a grenade, blowing up a propane tank in the 

kitchen.  The Marines then began firing, killing eight residents—including 

the owner, his wife, the owner’s sister, a 2-year-old son and three young 

daughters. 

 

The Marines raided a third house, which belongs to a man named Ahmed 

Ayed.  One of Ahmed’s five sons, Yousif, who lived in a house next door, told 

Time that after hearing a prolonged burst of gunfire from his father’s house, 

he rushed over.  Iraqi soldiers keeping watch in the garden prevented him 

from going in.  “They told me, ‘There’s nothing you can do.  Don’t come 

closer, or the Americans will kill you too.’  The Americans didn’t let anybody 

into the house until 6:30 the next morning.”  Ayed says that by then the 

bodies were gone; all the dead had been zipped into U.S. body bags and 

taken by Marines to a local hospital morgue.  “But we could tell from the 

blood tracks across the floor what happened,” Ayed claims.  “The Americans 

gathered my four brothers and took them inside my father’s bedroom, to a 

closet.  They killed them inside the closet.” 

 

The military has a different account of what transpired.  According to 

officials familiar with the investigation, the Marines broke into the third 

house and found a group of 10 to 15 women and children.  The troops say 

they left one Marine to guard that house and pushed on to the house next 

door, where they found four men, one of whom was wielding an AK-47.  A 

second seemed to be reaching into a wardrobe for another weapon, the 

officials say.  The Marines shot both men dead; the military’s initial report 

does not specify how the other two men died.  The Marines deny that any of 
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the men were killed in the closet, which they say is too small to fit one adult 

male, much less four.  According to the military officials, the series of raids 

took five hours and left at least 23 people dead.  In all, two AK-47s were 

discovered.  The military has classified the 15 victims in the first two houses 

as noncombatants.  It considers the four men killed in the fourth house, as 

well as four youths killed by the Marines near the site of the roadside 

bombing, as enemy fighters.  The question facing naval detectives is whether 

the Marines’ killing of 15 noncombatants was an act of legitimate self-

defense or negligent homicide.  Military sources say that if the NCIS finds 

evidence of wrongdoing, U.S. commanders in Iraq will decide whether to 

pursue legal action against the Marines. 

 

The available evidence does not provide conclusive proof that the Marines 

deliberately killed innocents in Haditha.  But the accounts of human-rights 

groups that investigated the incident and survivors and local officials who 

spoke to Time do raise questions about whether the extent of force used by 

the Marines was justified—and whether the Marines were initially candid 

about what took place.  Dr. Wahid, director of the local hospital in Haditha, 

who asked that his family name be withheld because, he says, he fears 

reprisals by U.S. troops, says the Marines brought 24 bodies to his hospital 

around midnight on Nov. 19.  Wahid says the Marines claimed the victims 

had been killed by shrapnel from the roadside bomb.  “But it was obvious to 

us that there were no organs slashed by shrapnel,” Wahid says.  “The bullet 

wounds were very apparent.  Most of the victims were shot in the chest and 

the head—from close range.” 

 

A day after the incident, a Haditha journalism student videotaped the scene 

at the local morgue and at the homes where the killings had occurred.  The 

video was obtained by the Hammurabi Human Rights Group, which 

cooperates with the internationally respected Human Rights Watch, and has 

been shared with Time.  The tape makes for grisly viewing.  It shows that 

many of the victims, especially the women and children, were still in their 

nightclothes when they died.  The scenes from inside the houses show that 
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the walls and ceilings are pockmarked with shrapnel and bullet holes as well 

as the telltale spray of blood.  But the video does not reveal the presence of 

any bullet holes on the outside of the houses, which may cast doubt on the 

Marines’ contention that after the IED exploded, the Marines and the 

insurgents engaged in a fierce gunfight. 

 

There are also questions about why the military took so long to investigate 

the details of the Haditha incident.  Soon after the killings, the mayor of 

Haditha, Emad Jawad Hamza, led an angry delegation of elders up to the 

Marine camp beside a dam on the Euphrates River. Hamza says, “The 

captain admitted that his men had made a mistake.  He said that his men 

thought there were terrorists near the houses, and he didn’t give any other 

reason.” 

 

But the military stood by its initial contention—that the Iraqis had been 

killed by an insurgent bomb—until January when Time gave a copy of the 

video and witnesses’ testimony to Colonel Barry Johnson, a U.S. military 

spokesman in Baghdad.  After reviewing the evidence, Johnson passed it on 

to the military command, suggesting that the events of Haditha be given “a 

full and formal investigation.”  In February an infantry colonel went to 

Haditha for a weeklong probe in which he interviewed Marines, survivors 

and doctors at the morgue, according to military officials close to the 

investigation.  The probe concluded that the civilians were in fact killed by 

Marines and not by an insurgent’s bomb and that no insurgents appeared to 

be in the first two houses raided by the Marines.  The probe found, however, 

that the deaths were the result of “collateral damage” rather than malicious 

intent by the Marines, investigators say. 

 

The U.S. has paid relatives of the victims $2,500 for each of the 15 dead 

civilians, plus smaller payments for the injured.  But nothing can bring back 

all that was taken from 9-year-old Eman Waleed on that fateful day last 

November.  She still does not comprehend how, when her father went in to 

pray with the Koran for the family’s safety, his prayers were not answered, as 
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they had been so many times in the past.  “He always prayed before, and the 

Americans left us alone,” she says.  Leaving, she grabs a handful of candy.  

“It’s for my little brother,” she says.  “I have to take care of my brother.  

Nobody else is left.” 

 

—With reporting by Aparisim Ghosh/Baghdad 

 

 

BBC: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4827424.stm 

US military probes Iraq killings 

 

US military investigators have flown to Iraq to study reports that marines 

shot dead at least 15 civilians, including seven women and three children. 

 

The incident is said to have happened in Haditha on 19 November 2005. 

 

The military’s initial claim that the civilians died in a roadside blast was 

disproved by an earlier investigation. 

 

Investigators will now ask if the civilians died in crossfire or were targeted 

deliberately in a potential war crime. 

 

Iraqis often accuse US troops fighting insurgents of committing war crimes. 

 

Residents in Haditha, in the western province of Anbar, say the marines 

went on the rampage after one of their number was killed in a roadside blast 

and another two were injured. 

 

They say the soldiers began shooting dead the inhabitants of nearby homes 

and others from the area. 

 

A US military spokesman, Capt Lyle Gilbert, told the BBC News website 

“appropriate action will be taken if the investigation finds evidence of 

impropriety”. 
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He said Iraqi insurgents routinely “put civilians in the cross-hairs” in order 

to turn public opinion against the US military. 

 

‘Collateral damage’ 

A military report at the time had said insurgents opened fire from all 

directions after the roadside explosion and the marines responded, killing 

eight fighters. 

 

Time reporter Bobby Ghosh told the BBC that a videotape, given to the 

magazine by an Iraqi human rights group, had shown the civilians “could 

not have been killed by a roadside bomb”. 

 

“Their bodies were riddled with bullets,” he said.  “There was evidence there 

had been gunfire inside their homes, there were blood spatters inside their 

homes.” 

 

The magazine says it presented its findings to the US military, which 

investigated the incident in January. 

 

The preliminary investigation established that members of two Iraqi families 

were indeed killed by the marines, though it described the deaths as 

collateral damage. 

 

Time says there is not enough evidence to show US soldiers deliberately 

targeted the civilians. 

 

Now the case has been referred for criminal investigation by the US’ Naval 

Criminal Investigative Service to establish whether the 12 marines involved 

were guilty of misconduct. 

 

Lt Col Martin-Hing said the investigation will examine whether the marines 

violated any rules of engagement in the five hours they spent tracking 
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insurgents, who were “moving through the town amongst homes, civilian 

residents, other structures and palm groves”. 

 

Amnesty International has long accused the US military of failing to 

investigate adequately claims that its soldiers have killed Iraqi civilians. 

 

Balad raid 

Separately, the US military has announced it will investigate allegations that 

its soldiers killed 11 people in a raid north of Baghdad last week. 

 

Iraqi police said five children and four women were among those shot dead 

by US soldiers in a house near the town of Balad last Wednesday. 

 

The military said at the time that it killed only four people in the raid, which 

is said to have targeted an insurgent linked to al-Qaeda. 

 

Lt Col Barry Johnson, a US spokesman in Baghdad, told Reuters news 

agency an investigation had been opened because of the “discrepancy” 

between the US and Iraqi police’s accounts of what happened. 
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Diuretics and Alzheimer’s disease 

Tuesday, March 28, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/diuretics-and-alzheimers-disease.html 

 

A study published earlier this month in the Archives of 

Neurology examined whether there was an association between 

the use of antihypertensive medications and the incidence of 

Alzheimer’s disease (specifically, looking for a reduction of the 

disease).  Alzheimer’s disease is a neurodegenerative disease 

and is the most common cause for dementia.  It is a progressive 

and irreversible condition.  Although there are medications that 

may have some (slight) positive effect on symptoms in mild 

dementia in some patients (e.g., acetyl cholinesterase inhibitors 

like donepezil), on the whole there is nothing that really works, 

and there is definitely no cure. 

 

That being the case, prevention would be optimal.  

Unfortunately, there are no known effective preventative 

measures either. 

 

In the study by Khachaturian, Zandi, et al., there appeared to be 

an overall trend of reduction in Alzheimer’s with the use of 

antihypertensive medications (adjusted hazard ratio of 0.64; 

95% CI 0.41-0.98).  Of particular interest is the subgroup that 

took potassium sparing diuretics (e.g., spironolactone).  This 

group had an adjusted hazard ratio of 0.26 (95% CI 0.08-0.64).  

If this effect is real, it is extremely significant. 
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What do the numbers mean?  In the study group, the subjects 

taking this class of medication had over a 70% reduction in the 

incidence of Alzheimer’s disease.  The “real” rate of reduction is 

somewhere within 36% to 92% (to a confidence level of 95% – 

that is, only 1 in 20 chance of the actual rate of reduction being 

outside of this range). 

 

A 70% reduction in the incidence of AD is simply phenomenal!  

There now needs to be a prospective randomised controlled 

trial to test this association. 

 

Source article 
Archives of Neurology: http://archneur.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/full/63.5.noc60013v1 

Antihypertensive Medication Use and Incident Alzheimer Disease 

The Cache County Study 

Ara S. Khachaturian, PhD; Peter P. Zandi, PhD; Constantine G. Lyketsos, 

MD, MHS; Kathleen M. Hayden, PhD; Ingmar Skoog, MD, PhD; Maria C. 

Norton, PhD; JoAnn T. Tschanz, PhD; Lawrence S. Mayer, MD; Kathleen A. 

Welsh-Bohmer, PhD; John C. S. Breitner, MD; for the Cache County Study 

Group 

 

Arch Neurol. 2006;63:(doi:10.1001/archneur.63.5.noc60013). 

 

ABSTRACT 

Background 

Recent reports suggest that antihypertensive (AH) medications may reduce 

the risk of dementing illnesses. 

 

Objective 

To examine the relationship of AH medication use with incidence of 

Alzheimer disease (AD) among the elderly population (aged 65 years and 
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older) of Cache County, Utah, and to examine whether the relationship 

varies with different classes of AH medications. 

 

Methods 

After an initial (wave 1) multistage assessment (1995 through 1997) to 

identify prevalent cases of dementia, we used similar methods 3 years later 

(wave 2) to identify 104 incident cases of AD among the 3308 survivors.  At 

the baseline assessment, we obtained a detailed drug inventory from the 

study participants.  We carried out discrete time survival analyses to 

examine the association between the use of AH medications (including 

angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitors, beta-blockers, calcium channel 

blockers, and diuretics) at baseline with subsequent risk of AD. 

 

Results 

Use of any AH medication at baseline was associated with lower incidence of 

AD (adjusted hazard ratio, 0.64; 95% confidence interval, 0.41-0.98).  

Examination of medication subclasses showed that use of diuretics (adjusted 

hazard ratio, 0.57; 95% confidence interval, 0.33-0.94), and specifically 

potassium-sparing diuretics (adjusted hazard ratio, 0.26; 95% confidence 

interval, 0.08-0.64), was associated with the greatest reduction in risk of 

AD.  Corresponding analysis with a fully examined subsample controlling for 

blood pressure measurements did not substantially change our findings. 

 

Conclusions 

These data suggest that AH medications, and specifically potassium-sparing 

diuretics, are associated with reduced incidence of AD.  Because the latter 

association is a new finding, it requires confirmation in further study. 
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Bird flu vaccines fail 

Friday, March 31, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/03/bird-flu-vaccines-fail.html 

 

The H5N1 avian influenza (bird flu) virus continues its steady 

march across the globe.  Over the course of the past year, it has 

followed migratory birds and spread from South-East Asia into 

Africa, Eastern Europe and even Western Europe (France and 

Germany). 

 

Thankfully, there has been no evidence of a mutation to a 

human-to-human transmissible form and although the number 

of human victims have been ticking upwards, the feared 

pandemic has not arrived, yet.  On the other hand, treatment 

options against bird flu are limited, and perhaps even more so 

than would be expected.  Although world governments have 

been stockpiling neuraminidase inhibitors like oseltamivir 

(Tamiflu) and zanamivir (Relenza) there is increasingly dissent 

on the usefulness of these drugs.  Resistance to these agents 

have already been found in mutations of the bird flu virus.  

Furthermore, it does not appear that these agents have 

improved survival in the victims of bird flu. 

 

Perhaps most worrying of all has been the abysmal failure of 

the attempts to create a bird flu vaccine.  In the event of a 

potential pandemic, an effective vaccine is in all likelihood the 

only defence.  In February 2006, Australian company CSL Ltd 

announced that the trial of their vaccine had failed.  Only half of 
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those who received two shots of the highest dose had a response 

comparable to the regular influenza vaccine.  In the past several 

days, French rival Sanofi-Pasteur announced that their vaccine 

had failed as well.  Only at a dose equivalent to 12 times the 

usual did it provide adequate protection – and then like the 

Australian trial, only in half of subjects. 

 

Although the obvious answer may seem to be that we should 

simply use a higher dose of the bird flu vaccine as a standard 

regimen, this is not feasible.  These vaccines need to be grown 

in a rather laborious method and large individual doses would 

make it impossible to supply enough vaccine to protect the 

population. 

 

Research is continuing feverishly though I fear that we may well 

lose this race against time. 

 

 

Source article 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn8918&feedId=online-

news_rss20 

Bird flu vaccine trial gives disappointing results 

 23:00 29 March 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Debora MacKenzie 

 

Yet another trial of an H5N1 bird flu vaccine in humans has ended in 

disappointment, with only high doses giving a good immune response. 

 



March 2006 

 171 

John Treanor, at the University of Rochester, New York, US, and colleagues 

tested a vaccine made by the French-owned firm Sanofi-Pasteur.  It 

contained the vaccine “seed strain” of H5N1 created in 2004, grown in eggs, 

killed and split, the way standard flu vaccines are made. 

 

But like earlier trials with a similar preparation, the vaccine elicited a 

significant immune response only when given as two doses of 90 

micrograms each.  This is twelve times the amount needed in standard flu 

vaccines. And even that worked only in about half the people tested. 

 

Because only limited amounts of vaccine virus can be grown in the short 

time available at the start of a pandemic, the smaller the dose needed to 

immunise someone, the more people can be vaccinated in time to benefit.  

“A vaccine with a total dose of 180 micrograms would pose a considerable 

barrier to rapid production of a supply that would be adequate,” say the 

authors. 

 

Surface proteins 

Since these results started emerging late in 2005, trial H5N1 vaccines being 

tested worldwide have included immune-stimulating chemicals called 

adjuvants, says David Fedson, founder of the vaccine companies’ pandemic 

task force.  But two studies, one in France by Sanofi-Pasteur, and one by the 

Australian firm CSL announced in February 2006, found that the most 

common adjuvant, alum, did not help enough. 

 

The French study required two doses of 30 micrograms to get a good 

immune response.  The Australians got a response with two doses of 15 

micrograms each, but only in half the people tested.  Vaccines for other bird 

flu strains work at doses of only two micrograms. 

 

Scientists are beginning to suspect that something about the chemical 

nature of the H5N1 surface proteins used in the vaccine, possibly the 

strategic placement of a sugar group, keeps the human immune system from 
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responding as it usually does to flu proteins.  Some teams are now 

investigating what might make the proteins more immunogenic. 

 

Journal reference: New England Journal of Medicine (vol 354, p 1343) 
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A lesson in American-style democracy 

Sunday, April 02, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/lesson-in-american-style-democracy.html 

 

“Democracy” has been the catch cry of the US Administration in 

the twenty-first century.  Revisionism tells us that we went to 

war in Iraq for “democracy” and “liberation of the Iraqi people”.  

In his State of the Union speech this year, Bush hoped that 

America would one day be a close ally of a “free and democratic 

Iran”.  The obvious imputation is that Iran is not democratic. 

 

So what exactly constitutes a “democracy”? 

 

States Wikipedia: 

 

“Democracy (from Greek δημοκρατία 
(demokratia), δημος (demos) the common 
people + κρατειν (kratein) to rule + the 
suffix ία (ia), literally ‘the common people 
rule’) is a form of government where the 
population of a society controls the 
government … The word ‘democracy’ has 
acquired a highly positive connotation 
over the second half of the 20th century 
…” 

 

Though there are many forms of democracy, the power 

ultimately rests with the people.  Most democracies are 

“representative”, in that members of the public are elected by 

the people to run the government on their behalf.  It would 
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generally be impractical for every decision to be made by a 

consensus of a nation’s citizens. 

 

Election of Bush (2000) vs. Ahmadinejad (2005) 

Let us then look at and compare the elections of the President 

of the United States of America, George W Bush and the 

election of the President of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. 

 

Both were appointed by a public election. 

 

The “strength” or “confidence” that one has with an electoral 

result is a function of the “turnout rate” of the population.  

Simply, if the populace has confidence in the election and the 

electoral process, more people will participate by casting their 

vote.  In elections with low overall turnout rates, the result can 

furthermore be skewed if some sections of the population are 

particularly poorly represented.  This is most often true for the 

people with the least power within society. 

 

The turnout rate for the Iranian election of 2005 was 60%.  The 

turnout rate for the American election of 2000 was only 51%.  

Moreover, there is a significant class gap in the participation 

rate in the American elections with “the turnout rate at the 

bottom of the income and education scale only half that of the 

top, a pattern unheard of in Europe and found elsewhere only 

in less developed countries”. 
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Of the primary votes, Ahmadinejad received a surprise win of 

62% of the vote.  That is a clear and decisive victory and he won 

nearly twice that of his rival.  Bush, however, had actually fewer 

votes than his rival Al Gore!  In the popular vote, Al Gore won 

about half a million more votes from the American public.  

However, with how the American electoral system is run (and 

much behind the scenes influence from the Bush family), Bush 

was eventually named the winner. 

 

Both elections were mired by accusations of impropriety and 

lack of fairness.  The difference?  The main critic of the Iranian 

election of 2005 was the US State Department, obviously 

unhappy that an outspoken critic of the United States was 

elected as the President of Iran.  The main critic of the US 

elections of 2000 was the American people, not to mention the 

people of the greater part of the Western World.  George Bush’s 

brother, Jeb Bush, the Governor of Florida was instrumental in 

securing his victory in a few vital seats in Florida – actions 

which would have been considered fraudulent in any other 

Western nation. 

 

Bush and the US Administration’s insinuation of the “non-

democratic” nature of Iran is at best, “the pot calling the kettle 

black”. 

 

The new “democracies” of the Middle East 

The election of a representative government in a true 

democracy is subject to the will of its people.  Unfortunately, for 
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the people of Palestine and post-war Iraq, it seems that they 

have learnt their lesson in democracy a little too well.  Despite 

the lip-service that the US Administration has for democracy; 

the “Bush doctrine”: 

 

“…that democracy inoculates nations 
from the hatreds and madness which lead 
to war.” 

 

… the United States is less interested in the political processes 

but rather the production of compliant, pro-American leaders.  

If that happens through a democratic process, then so much the 

better – though that is hardly necessary.  The continued 

support for President of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, 

Pervez Musharraf is evident proof. 

 

Musharraf overthrew the democratically elected government in 

a coup in 1999 and has since extended his rule for 5 years by a 

heavily rigged referendum (2002).  During this period, Pakistan 

announced itself as a nuclear power, contrary to the nuclear 

non-proliferation treaty (NNPT).  Although its “wrongs” are an 

order of magnitude worse than Iran, there has been no war-

mongering on the part of the United States.  Indeed, Musharraf 

has cultivated a close friendship with the US Administration 

and is a “partner” in the “war on terror”. 

 

For the Palestinians, their expression to vote out the former 

corrupt and ineffectual leaders was democratic power in its 

purest form.  The will of the people won out over the old 
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regime.  However, the choice of Hamas was a lack of 

understanding of American intent.  Again, the US wants 

compliant client states.  States Bush in his usually doublespeak: 

 

“We support the election process, we 
support democracy, but that doesn't mean 
we have to support governments that get 
elected as a result of democracy.” 

 

Similarly, control of the Iraqi Government has started to slip 

out of American fingers – and Administration acted to express 

its displeasure in an incredibly blatant form of political 

interference.  The US ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad 

told the head of the main Shiite political bloc in a meeting to 

pass the “personal message from President Bush” to the interim 

Prime Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari: 

 

“[Mr Bush] doesn’t want, doesn’t support, 
doesn’t accept [Dr Jaafari as the next 
prime minister].” 

 

Al-Jaafari won the election that the United States had held to 

be “fair” and as a model of social and political progress at the 

time. 

 

States Wikipedia: 

 

“Most contemporary political ideologies 
include at least nominal support for some 
kind of democracy, no matter what they 
do support.” 
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How very true. 

 

Source articles 
BBC: Bush hopes for a democratic Iran 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4668608.stm 

 

Wikipedia: Democracy 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy 

 

Wikipedia: Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahmadinejad 

 

Wikipedia: Pervez Musharraf 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musharraf 

 

BBC: Iran hardliner hails poll victory 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/4622501.stm 

 

CNN/AllPolitics.com: Election 2000 Archive 

http://www.cnn.com/ELECTION/2000/ 

 

Columbia Journalism Review: Books: Who took the body out of the body politic? (Book 

review by Lawrence K Grossman) 

http://www.cjr.org/issues/2003/1/books.asp?printerfriendly=yes 

 

 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/world/bush-wants-jaafari-to-resign-says-

mp/2006/03/29/1143441214632.html 

Bush wants Jaafari to resign, says MP 

By Edward Wong in Baghdad 

March 30, 2006 

 

THE US ambassador to Iraq has told Shiite officials that President George 

Bush does not want the Iraqi Prime Minister to remain the country’s leader 

in the next government, senior Shiite politicians said. 
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It is the first time the US has directly expressed a preference in the debate 

over the country’s top job, the politicians said on Tuesday, and it is 

inflaming tensions between Washington and some Shiite leaders. 

 

The ambassador, Zalmay Khalilzad, told the head of the main Shiite political 

bloc at a meeting on Saturday to pass on a “personal message from President 

Bush” to the interim Prime Minister, Ibrahim al-Jaafari, said Redha Jowad 

Taki, a Shiite MP who was at the meeting. 

 

Mr Khalilzad said Mr Bush “doesn’t want, doesn’t support, doesn’t accept” 

Dr Jaafari to be the next prime minister, said Mr Taki, a senior aide to 

Abdul-Aziz al-Hakim, the head of the Shiite bloc.  The bloc, which won a 

plurality in the parliamentary election in December, nominated Dr Jaafari 

last month to retain his post for four more years. 

 

The US embassy confirmed the meeting on Saturday, but declined to 

comment on what was said. 

 

The White House spokesman, Scott McClellan, denied that Mr Bush had 

been interfering in the fledgling Iraqi democracy.  “I don’t think that’s an 

accurate report at all,” he said.  “What we are doing is encouraging the Iraqi 

leaders to move forward on a government of national unity, based on strong 

leadership.” 

 

But Haider al-Ubady, a spokesman for Dr Jaafari, said the Prime Minister 

had received the ambassador’s message and accused the Americans of trying 

to subvert Iraqi sovereignty. 

 

“How can they do this?”  Mr Ubady said.  “An ambassador telling a sovereign 

country what to do is unacceptable.” 
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The US has harshly criticised the Jaafari Government in recent months for 

supporting Shiite militias that it says have been fomenting sectarian violence 

and pushing Iraq closer to full-scale civil war. 

 

Fighting between Sunni and Shiite groups has displaced more than 25,000 

Iraqis since the February 22 bombing of a Shiite shrine, the International 

Organisation for Migration says.  Shelters and tent cities are springing up 

across central and southern Iraq to house homeless families. 

 

Tensions between Shiite leaders and the US boiled over after an assault on 

Sunday night by US and Iraqi forces on a Shiite mosque compound in 

northern Baghdad.  Shiite leaders say at least 17 civilians were killed in the 

battle, most of them members of a Shiite political party, while US 

commanders insist the soldiers fought insurgents. 

 

The New York Times, The Washington Post 

 

 

Yahoo! News: http://news.yahoo.com/s/nm/20060330/pl_nm/mideast_usa_dc 

US cuts off contacts with Hamas-led government 

By Paul Eckert 

Wed Mar 29, 8:12 PM ET 

 

WASHINGTON (Reuters) – The United States ordered its diplomats and 

contractors on Wednesday to cut off contacts with Palestinian ministries 

after a Hamas-led government was sworn in, the State Department said. 

 

At the same time, U.S. President George W. Bush expressed support for the 

Palestinian people but repeated his position no U.S. funds should go to the 

Hamas leadership they elected. 

 

“I think that aid should go to suffering Palestinians, but nor should it go to a 

government, however, which has expressed its desire to destroy its 
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neighbor,” Bush said during a question-and-answer session after he 

delivered a speech on Iraq. 

 

Hamas is formally committed to the destruction of Israel and is classed by 

the U.S. government as a terrorist organization.  It won a landslide victory in 

Palestinian parliamentary elections in January. 

 

“We support the election process, we support democracy, but that doesn’t 

mean we have to support governments that get elected as a result of 

democracy,” Bush said. 

 

“I weep about the suffering of the Palestinians,” Bush said, but added the 

Hamas-led government had to make a choice. 

 

The United States hopes to isolate Hamas and pressure it to recognize Israel, 

renounce violence and abide by peace accords.  So far, the Islamic militant 

group has refused, although its leaders have said they would continue to 

observe a ceasefire with Israel. 

 

A directive, distributed to U.S. diplomats and other officials in the region by 

e-mail, instructed them with immediate effect not to have contacts with 

Hamas-appointed government ministers or those who work for them, 

whether they are members of the group or not, officials said. 

 

“We will not have contact with members of Hamas, no matter what title they 

may have,” said State Department spokesman Sean McCormack. 

 

He said the directive was intended to ensure that U.S. diplomats and 

officials around the world knew how to deal with Palestinian officials with 

whom they might come into contact. 

 

McCormack said the United States would also examine its contacts with the 

Palestinian Authority and Palestinian diplomats around the world. 
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The no-contact policy was more sweeping than many had expected because 

it applies not just to Hamas members but to independents and technocrats 

in the new government. 

 

MANY PROGRAMS AFFECTED 

The cutoff could affect a wide range of U.S. programs, including security 

coordination with the Interior Ministry, officials said. 

 

Contacts will still be permitted with President Mahmoud Abbas, his office 

and non-Hamas members of the Palestinian parliament, officials said. 

 

The policy took effect when Abbas swore in a Hamas government at a 

ceremony in Gaza.  Hamas’s 24-member Cabinet is dominated by Hamas 

loyalists, but includes a few independents. 

 

A U.S. official said independents and technocrats were included in the ban 

because they were invited to join the government by a Hamas prime 

minister and took office after a vote of confidence by a Hamas-led 

parliament. 

 

Officials said the no-contact policy applied to all parts of the U.S. 

government, as well as to organizations that receive U.S. funding for projects 

and services in the Palestinian territories. 

 

U.S. law bars the government from providing direct assistance to any group 

on the State Department’s list of terrorist organizations. 

 

Israel has frozen tax revenue transfers to the Palestinian Authority and has 

banned contacts with Hamas officials but has yet to spell out its policy on 

lower-level contacts with technocrats.  An Israeli official said the issue would 

be discussed during a Cabinet meeting on Sunday. 
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No prayers for the heart 

Monday, April 03, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/no-prayers-for-heart.html 

 

The idea of “prayer power” is a powerful concept within the 

minds of the devout.  It gives one a sense of empowerment; the 

power to cure or treat a friend or family member from their 

illness with the power of God alone. 

 

“Prayer power” (especially the Christian kind) was given a big 

boost in the past decade with a number of trial purporting a 

statistically significant effect.  As always, these trials were 

poorly performed with authors who were on the loonier side of 

“devout”. 

 

The American Heart Journal has published on-line the latest 

study of 1800 patients who underwent coronary bypass surgery.  

There where three groups: (i) one group received no prayers, 

(ii) one received prayers and were told that they were receiving 

prayers, and (iii) the third received prayers but were told that 

they may or may not be receiving prayers.  The study looked 

then at the complication rates between the groups at 30 days. 

 

There was no significant difference between the “no prayer 

group” and the group that received prayers but were not sure if 

they did. 
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There was, however, a significant difference in the group that 

received prayers and knew that they did.  Unfortunately for the 

“prayer power crowd”, the difference was not in favour of 

prayers.  Rather, that group of patients had a higher rate of 

complications (59% vs 51%) and a higher rate of major 

complications of heart attack and stroke (18% vs 13%). 

 

It was postulated by the authors that the prayer group who 

knew that they were receiving prayers may have suffered from 

some form of “performance anxiety”.  The possibility that it was 

a chance finding was left open (though the study design was 

reasonably good). 

 

Dr Harold G Koenig, director of the Centre for Spirituality, 

Theology and Health at the Duke University Medical Centre, 

who was not affiliated with the study says: 

 

“There are no scientific grounds to expect 
a result and there are no real theological 
grounds to expect a result either … There 
is no god in either the Christian, Jewish or 
Moslem scriptures that can be 
constrained to the point that they can be 
predicted.” 

 

I agree entirely, though this sobering lesson would be much 

welcome if it was produced when the “prayer power” 

enthusiasts beat their drum. 

 

[Warning: start sarcasm] 
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Furthermore, the authors of the study seem to be missing on 

obvious (though facetious) supposition on why the prayer 

group did poorly; as per the religion’s own holy texts (Old 

Testament), the God of the Christians is a jealous and vengeful 

god, demonstrating his wrath at those who would dare question 

his authority on life and death. 

[End sarcasm] 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/world/secret-to-a-speedy-recovery-no-

prayers-please/2006/03/31/1143441331996.html 

Secret to a speedy recovery: no prayers, please 

By Benedict Carey in New York 

April 1, 2006 

 

PRAYERS offered by strangers had no effect on the recovery of people 

undergoing heart surgery, a large study has found. 

 

In fact, patients who knew they were being prayed for had higher rates of 

post-operative complications, perhaps because of the expectations the 

prayers created, the researchers findings have suggested. 

 

Because it is the most scientifically rigorous investigation of whether prayer 

can heal illness, the study, begun almost a decade ago and involving more 

than 1800 patients, has for years been the subject of speculation. 

 

At least 10 studies of the effects of prayer have been carried out in the last six 

years, with mixed results.  The latest study was intended to overcome flaws 

in the earlier investigations.  The report was scheduled to appear in The 

American Heart Journal next week, but the journal’s publisher released it 

online on Thursday. 
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The study’s authors, led by Dr Herbert Benson, director of the Mind/Body 

Medical Institute near Boston, said the findings were not the last word on 

the effects of “intercessory” prayer.  But the results raised questions about 

how and whether patients should be told prayers were being offered for 

them. 

 

The researchers monitored 1802 patients at six hospitals who had coronary 

bypass surgery. 

 

The patients were broken into three groups.  Two were prayed for; the third 

was not.  Half the patients who received the prayers were told they were 

being prayed for; half were told they might or might not receive prayers. 

 

Prayers were performed by members of three Christian groups in 

monasteries and elsewhere – two Catholic and one Protestant – who were 

given written prayers and the first name and initial of the last name of the 

prayer subjects.  The prayers started on the eve of or day of surgery and 

lasted for two weeks. 

 

Analysing complications in the 30 days after surgery, researchers found no 

differences between those patients who were prayed for and those who were 

not. 

 

But a significantly higher number of patients who knew they were being 

prayed for – 59 per cent – suffered complications, compared with 51 per 

cent who were uncertain.  The authors left open the possibility this was a 

chance finding.  But they said being aware of the strangers’ prayers may also 

have caused some patients a kind of performance anxiety. 

 

The study also found more patients in the prayer group – 18 per cent – 

suffered major complications, like heart attack or stroke, compared with 13 

per cent in the group that did not receive prayers. 
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In their report, the researchers suggested that this finding might also be a 

result of chance. 

 

One of the authors of the findings, Reverend Dean Marek, director of 

chaplain services at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota, added: “Our study was 

never intended to address the existence of God or the presence or absence of 

intelligent design in the universe.” 

 

The New York Times, Reuters 

 



April 2006 

 191 

Install Windows XP on an Intel Mac 

Thursday, April 06, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/install-windows-xp-on-intel-mac.html 

 

Apple Macintosh 

computers have 

“traditionally” used the 

PowerPC architecture for 

their CPUs.  “Windows” 

PCs on the other hand use 

the x86 architecture – 

most commonly the Intel 

Pentium processors (but 

also the AMD Athlon 

processors as well).  As these CPUs were not compatible at an 

instruction level, this precluded the installation of Windows on 

a Mac and similarly the installation of Mac OS X on a PC. 

 

This all changed however, when Steve Jobs announced that the 

Macintosh was migrating to the Intel platform.  Specifically, the 

new Macs would use the new Intel “Core” processors 

(codename Conroe).  In essence, the new “Intel” Macs are very 

similar to a standard PC or notebook from a hardware 

perspective. 

 

Nevertheless, there were a few crucial differences that 

prevented the installation of Windows XP on an Intel Mac.  

Specifically, Macs use EFI (extensible firmware interface) 

 
iMacs now run Windows XP too 
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rather than standard BIOS during the booting process.  

Windows XP does not natively support EFI. 

 

This didn’t stop the public from trying, however.  Colin 

Nederkoorn launched a competition earlier in the year to 

encourage hackers to develop a reliable method of installing 

Windows XP onto an Intel Mac.  Prize money was gathered 

through donations.  By March 2006, approximately one month 

ago, this prize was claimed by two hackers with the nicknames 

of “narf2006” and “blanka”.  The prize pool had grown to an 

impressive $US14,000. 

 

At this time, this news was met with interest from the PC world, 

with many users secretly lusting after the polished hardware of 

a Mac, but unable to leave a Windows environment.  

Interestingly, it was also met with derision by most Apple 

“fanboys”.  Microsoft and Apple were notable in their silence. 

 

The penny dropped today with Apple’s announcement and 

release of a public beta of “Boot Camp”, which allows Windows 

XP to be installed and to run natively on the Intel Macs.  In 

essence, Intel Macs now have the best of both worlds; able to 

run Windows like any other PC and being the only machines 

that can run the excellent Mac OS X.  Instantly, Apple Macs 

have become a direct competitor to Dell, HP, Toshiba, Sony, 

and all other branded PC producers.  Indeed, the new MacBook 

Pro is probably one of the best Intel Core Duo based laptops 
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ever produced.  The previous major disadvantage of it not being 

able to run Windows is no longer the case. 

 

I envisage that this announcement will allow Apple to have a 

major increase in its market share in the consumer market, and 

by stealth, increase the market penetration of Mac OS X.  Now, 

if Jobs suddenly announces that he would allow Mac OS X to be 

installed onto “commodity” PC hardware, Microsoft would have 

an enormous fight on their hands. 

 

Source article 
Apple website: http://www.apple.com/macosx/bootcamp/ 

 

… Boot Camp Public Beta provides a straightforward means of letting your 

Mac run Windows.  Here’s how it works: 

 First, you need to make sure your Intel-based Mac has the latest 

version of Mac OS X and the latest firmware update.  These provide 

technologies that make Boot Camp possible.  It’s also wise to print 

out the Installation & Setup Guide. 

 The Boot Camp burns a CD with the drivers Windows needs to 

recognize Mac-specific hardware.  It is very important to do this 

before starting the Windows installation. 

 The software also helps you set aside hard drive space for the 

Windows installation, without moving any of your Mac files around.  

Just drag the intuitive slider to choose the size that’s right for you.  

Boot Camp also helps you remove the Windows partition, should 

you so desire. 

 Next, insert your Windows installation disc, restart and follow the 

Windows installation process.  The only tricky part is selecting the 

C: drive manually.  Be sure to get this right, or you could erase your 
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Mac files accidentally.  Remember, Apple Computer does not sell or 

support Microsoft Windows. 

 After the installation process is complete and your Mac has booted 

Windows, you’ll need the Macintosh Drivers CD you burned 

previously.  When you insert the CD, it will automatically install the 

drivers.  Follow the instructions in the Installation & Setup Guide 

for helpful hints. 

 Don’t forget to follow best practices for updating and protecting 

your Windows system… 
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Capital punishment and the medical 

profession 

Saturday, April 08, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/capital-punishment-and-medical.html 

 

The last person to have been executed in Australia was forty 

year old man Ronald Ryan for the murder of prison guard 

George Hodson during a prison escape in 1967.  He was 

executed by hanging in Pentridge Prison.  Under 

Commonwealth law, the death penalty was abolished in 1973 by 

Section 4 of The Death Penalty Abolition Act. 

 

The etymology of “capital punishment” comes from the Latin 

word “caput”, meaning “head”; in reference to decapitation as a 

method of execution.  The term has since come to refer to state 

sanctioned executions in general.  Although decapitation is still 

used as a form of capital punishment in some nations, there has 

been a worldwide trend toward other less gruesome methods 

including electrocution, gassing, and particularly lethal 

injection. 

 

Within Australia, the ethical dilemma faced by the medical 

profession towards execution is thankfully moot.  However, the 

same is not true for doctors within the United States where the 

death penalty is still used.  Of the methods of execution 

available, the Eighth Amendment to the US Constitution is 

notably relevant: 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 196 

 

“Excessive bail shall not be required, nor 
excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and 
unusual punishments inflicted.” 

 

Since the 1976 case of Gregg vs. Georgia where the US 

Supreme Court legalised capital punishment, lethal injection 

has been the most commonly used method and in the current 

day is probably the only one which satisfies the Eighth 

Amendment requirement of “nor cruel and unusual 

punishments”.  Lethal injection “medicalises” the process.  

Indeed, of the 38 states which allow the death penalty, 35 

explicitly allow for physician participation and 17 require it. 

 

Regrettably this is in direct contradiction to the American 

Medical Association’s (AMA) Code of Ethics.  States Article 

2.06 (excerpts): 

 

“A physician, as a member of a profession 
dedicated to preserving life when there is 
hope of doing so, should not be a 
participant in a legally authorized 
execution.  Physician participation in 
execution is defined generally as actions 
which would fall into one or more of the 
following categories: (1) an action which 
would directly cause the death of the 
condemned; (2) an action which would 
assist, supervise, or contribute to the 
ability of another individual to directly 
cause the death of the condemned; (3) an 
action which could automatically cause 
an execution to be carried out on a 
condemned prisoner. 
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Physician participation in an execution 
includes, but is not limited to, the 
following actions: prescribing or 
administering tranquilizers and other 
psychotropic agents and medications that 
are part of the execution procedure; 
monitoring vital signs on site or remotely 
(including monitoring 
electrocardiograms); attending or 
observing an execution as a physician; 
and rendering of technical advice 
regarding execution. 
 
In the case where the method of execution 
is lethal injection, the following actions by 
the physician would also constitute 
physician participation in execution: 
selecting injection sites; starting 
intravenous lines as a port for a lethal 
injection device; prescribing, preparing, 
administering, or supervising injection 
drugs or their doses or types; inspecting, 
testing, or maintaining lethal injection 
devices; and consulting with or 
supervising lethal injection personnel.” 

 

Despite these professional prohibitions, there are nevertheless 

physicians willing to participate in executions in a professional 

capacity.  In March 2006, Professor Atul Gawande of Harvard 

Medical School and Harvard School of Public Health published 

an excellent article exploring the history and ethics of physician 

involvement in executions.  Exceptionally eye-opening are the 

number of interviews that Gawande relays within the article. 

 

Whenever someone within a debate tries to invoke the “slippery 

slope” argument, I have always viewed it with suspicion.  



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 198 

Nevertheless, one of the interviews within the article 

demonstrates the danger of the “slippery slope”: 

 

“The warden complained of difficulties staffing the prison 
clinic and asked Dr. A if he would be willing to see 
prisoners there occasionally.  Dr. A said he would.  He’d 
have made more money in his own clinic … but the prison 
was important to the community, he liked the warden, 
and it was just a few hours of work a month.  He was 
happy to help. 
 
Then, a year or two later, the warden asked him for help 
with a different problem.  The state had a death penalty, 
and the legislature had voted to use lethal injection 
exclusively.  The executions were to be carried out in the 
warden’s prison.  He needed doctors, he said.  Would Dr. 
A help?  He would not have to deliver the lethal injection.  
He would just help with cardiac monitoring… 
 
…he [Dr. A] felt torn…  “I do not have a very strong 
conviction about the death penalty, but I don't feel 
anything negative about it for such people either.  The 
execution order was given legally by the court.  And 
morally, if you think about the animal behaviour of some 
of these people.” …  Ultimately, he decided to participate, 
he said, because he was only helping with monitoring, 
because he was needed by the warden and his 
community, because the sentence was society’s order, 
and because the punishment did not seem wrong. 
 
At the first execution, he was instructed to stand behind a 
curtain watching the inmate's heart rhythm on a cardiac 
monitor.  Neither the witnesses on the other side of the 
glass nor the prisoner could see him.  A technician placed 
two IV lines.  Someone he could not see pushed the three 
drugs, one right after another.  Watching the monitor, he 
saw the sinus rhythm slow, then widen.  He recognized 
the peaked T waves of hyperkalaemia followed by the fine 
spikes of ventricular fibrillation and finally the flat, 
unwavering line of an asystolic arrest.  He waited half a 
minute, then signalled to another physician who went out 
before the witnesses to place his stethoscope on the 
prisoner's unmoving chest.  The doctor listened for 30 
seconds and then told the warden the inmate was dead.  
Half an hour later, Dr. A was released.  He made his way 
through a side door, past the crowd gathered outside, and 
headed home. 
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In three subsequent executions there were difficulties, 
though, all with finding a vein for an IV…  The 
technicians would stick and stick and, after half an hour, 
give up … Dr. A had placed numerous lines.  Could he give 
a try? 
 
OK, Dr. A decided.  Let me take a look. 
 
This was a turning point, though he didn't recognize it at 
the time.  He was there to help, they had a problem, and 
so he would help.  It did not occur to him to do otherwise. 
 
…In one [patient] … he could not find a vein … He felt 
responsible for the situation … The doctor decided to 
place a central line. 
 
...Only one case seemed to really bother him.  The convict 
… weighed about 350 pounds.  The team placed his 
intravenous lines without trouble. But after they had 
given him all three injections, the prisoner's heart 
rhythm continued… the team looked to Dr. A.  His 
explanation of what happened next diverges from what I 
[the author] learned from another source.  I was told that 
he instructed that another bolus of potassium be given.  
When I asked him if he did, he said, “No, I didn't.  As far 
as I remember, I didn't say anything.  I think it may have 
been another physician.”  Certainly, however, all 
boundary lines had been crossed.  He had agreed to take 
part in the executions simply to pronounce death, but just 
by being present, by having expertise, he had opened 
himself to being called on to do steadily more, to take 
responsibility for the execution itself.  Perhaps he was not 
the executioner.  But he was darn close to it.” 

 

The narrative is all the more chilling as it is not only real, but 

seems perfectly understandable. 

 

Professor Gawande concludes in his article: 

 

“The public has granted us extraordinary 
and exclusive dispensation to administer 
drugs to people, even to the point of 
unconsciousness, to put needles and tubes 
into their bodies, to do what would 
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otherwise be considered assault, because 
we do so on their behalf – to save their 
lives and provide them comfort.  To have 
the state take control of these skills for its 
purposes against a human being – for 
punishment – seems a dangerous 
perversion.  Society has trusted us with 
powerful abilities, and the more willing 
we are to use these abilities against 
individual people, the more we risk that 
trust… 
 
The doctors’ and nurse’s arguments for 
competence and comfort in the execution 
process do have some force.  But however 
much they may wish to be there for an 
inmate, it seems clear that the inmate is 
not really their patient.  Unlike genuine 
patients, an inmate has no ability to 
refuse the physicians’ “care” – indeed, the 
inmate and his family are not even 
permitted to know the physician’s 
identity.  And the medical assistance 
provided primarily serves the 
government's purposes – not the inmate’s 
needs as a patient.  Medicine is being 
made an instrument of punishment.  The 
hand of comfort that more gently places 
the IV, more carefully times the bolus of 
potassium, is also the hand of death.  We 
cannot escape this truth.  The ethics codes 
seem right.” 

 

Despite that I have some differing background thoughts on the 

use of capital punishment, I am forced to agree totally with 

Professor Gawande’s above conclusions.  The professionalism 

of the medical fraternity is predicated by the observance of 

agreed and universal ethical standards.  These are not flexible 

and cannot be conveniently ignored for the sake of political and 
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social expedience.  Though there may be some compelling 

arguments for physician participation in execution in those 

states and nations where it is legal, it nevertheless breaches 

several core ethical principles.  States the AMA Code of Ethics 

under the “principles of medical ethics”: 

 

“(I) A physician shall be dedicated to 
providing competent medical care, with 
compassion and respect for human 
dignity and rights… 
 
(III) A physician shall respect the law and 
also recognize a responsibility to seek 
changes in those requirements which are 
contrary to the best interests of the 
patient… 
 
(VIII) A physician shall, while caring for a 
patient, regard responsibility to the 
patient as paramount…” 

 

Regardless of the debate and social acceptance of capital 

punishment, the medical profession must not be subsumed into 

the role of a de-facto executioner. 

 

Source articles 
The New England Journal of Medicine: Gawande, Atul.  When Law and Ethics Collide – Why 

Physicians Participate in Executions.  Volume 354:1221-1229, March 23, 2006 

http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/full/354/12/1221 

 
Australian Institute of Criminology: Trends & Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, No. 3, 

Capital Punishment 

http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/tandi/ti03.pdf 
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Wikipedia: Ronald Ryan 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ronald_Ryan 

 
AMA: Code of Ethics, E-2.06, Capital punishment 

http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/category/8419.html 

 
AMA: Code of Ethics, Principles of medical ethics 

http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/category/2512.html 
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A sleazy affair: Downer and the AWB 

Monday, April 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/sleazy-affair-downer-and-awb.html 

 

The Australian Foreign Affairs Minister, Alexander Downer has 

been exposed in what I can only describe as a truly “sleazy” 

affair with the Australian Wheat Board (AWB). 

 

The Howard Government continues to maintain a lack of 

knowledge of the oil-for-food scandal and the kickbacks that 

the AWB were paying to Saddam Hussein’s regime – at least, at 

a ministerial level.  However, unless Downer is truly dense, it is 

almost ridiculous to believe that he was not aware of these 

“arrangements”.  Today, a former UN customs official, Felicity 

Johnston, alleged that “she explicitly warned Australian 

officials six years ago that AWB might be paying trucking fees 

to Iraq in breach of UN sanctions”.  She claims that these 

 
Alan Moir: Arrival of the Porkies 
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allegations were raised back in January 2000 with an 

Australian diplomat and also passed to Australia’s trade 

commissioner in Washington.  She states: 

 

“It would have been unthinkable for me as 
a person who comes from an investigative 
customs background that I would … not 
have mentioned the most salient point of 
the allegation.  It’s something that could 
not and would not have occurred.” 

 

Nevertheless, the denials by the Howard government continue.  

The government has persistently attempted to obstruct the UN 

inquiry and continues to support the AWB.  Just recently 

Downer was quoted to have told AWB’s executives that “he saw 

it his responsibility to defend” the wheat exporter. 

 

The “rabbit hole” is deep and murky.  That the Australian 

government would cover up bribes to Saddam Hussein for sale 

of Australian wheat (while engaged in a war to oust him for 

power no less) is an insult to all Australian wheat farmers and 

all Australians in general. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2006/04/09/1144521210915.html 

UN official’s claim blows a hole in wheat story 

By David Marr 

April 10, 2006 

 

A FORMER United Nations customs official has dropped a bombshell on the 

Howard Government by saying she explicitly warned Australian officials six 
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years ago that AWB might be paying trucking fees to Iraq in breach of UN 

sanctions. 

 

This shock development comes as the Trade Minister, Mark Vaile, and the 

Foreign Affairs Minister, Alexander Downer, prepare to take the stand at the 

Cole inquiry today and tomorrow. 

 

The allegations by Felicity Johnston, to be broadcast on ABC TV’s Four 

Corners tonight, put in doubt testimony to the inquiry by several Australian 

diplomats. 

 

It is understood Ms Johnston, a British customs official seconded to the UN 

during the oil-for-food program, will be called to give evidence this month. 

 

Since the scandal broke, Government ministers have said they never knew 

the monopoly wheat exporter was paying trucking fees and had no reason to 

suspect so.  But Ms Johnston says she specifically raised trucking fees with 

the Australian diplomat Bronte Moules in January 2000 after Canadian 

diplomats alleged AWB was breaching sanctions. 

 

She said: “It would have been unthinkable for me as a person who comes 

from an investigative customs background that I would … not have 

mentioned the most salient point of the allegation.  It’s something that could 

not and would not have occurred.” 

 

Ms Johnston says she also passed allegations about the kickbacks to 

Australia’s then trade commissioner in Washington, Alistair Nicholas.  She 

has told Four Corners she had absolutely no doubt she mentioned trucking 

fees to him.  “I can’t imagine that I wouldn’t have.  I can’t see any reason 

why I wouldn’t have.” 

 

Both Mr Nicholas and Ms Moules, then first secretary at Australia’s UN 

mission, deny Ms Johnston ever talked to them about trucking fees.  There is 
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a crucial gap in the evidence: both officials have told the Cole inquiry they 

took no notes of their discussions with Ms Johnston.  Their cables to 

Canberra – or those seen by the inquiry – make no specific mention of 

trucking fees. 

 

AWB eventually paid nearly $300 million over three years in kickbacks to 

Saddam Hussein’s regime.  The commissioner, Terence Cole, QC, has heard 

no evidence of Australian government officials investigating the payments in 

these years, despite Ms Johnston’s intervention and the dozens of AWB 

contracts with Iraq that cover “inland transportation” of wheat. 

 

Ms Moules’s response to Ms Johnston’s warning in January 2000 was to 

cable Foreign Affairs in Canberra asking for “discreet high level inquiries” to 

be made into possible inadvertent payments by AWB “outside the oil-for-

food program”.  Bob Bowker – now ambassador to Egypt, then an officer in 

the Middle East branch of the department – rang a middle-level 

“government relations” officer at AWB who told him the allegations were 

“bullshit”.  That phone call was the end of the inquiries. 

 

Though Ms Moules has given evidence suggesting she did not alert the UN’s 

Office of the Iraq Program at that time, Ms Johnston has told Four Corners 

Ms Moules did ring back with an answer that seemed in retrospect 

“downright deceptive and at best disingenuous”. 

 

She recalls Ms Moules saying “the matter had been approached at the most 

senior level within AWB, and she said … they categorically denied the fact 

that they were making any payments to the Government of Iraq outside the 

sanctions and that they were confident they were toeing the party line.” 

 

Ms Johnston says she dropped the investigation because of confusion on her 

part and because she did not believe AWB would violate sanctions.  She 

believed Australia was “the most reputable” of the governments with 



April 2006 

 207 

contracts with Iraq.  For AWB to flout sanctions, then lie about it, was 

incomprehensible. 
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Pour me a glass of Synthehol thanks! 

Wednesday, April 12, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/pour-me-glass-of-synthehol-thanks.html 

 

Alcohol is probably the 

most commonly used 

psychotropic drug in 

society.  It is legal; it 

comes in wondrous 

variety, and has been 

part of human 

civilisation since we 

“came down from the trees”.  However, there is a downside to 

alcohol as well.  Liver disease, addiction, social dysfunction, not 

to mention the many deaths each year from traffic accidents are 

things that we have taken for granted. 

 

In the fictional world of “Star Trek”, “synthehol” is an artificial 

substitute for alcohol.  States Wikipedia: 

 

“It allows the drinker to experience 
intoxicating effects without any adverse 
after-effects such as hangovers; also the 
intoxicating effects themselves can be 
dispelled easily, apparently simply by the 
intent to do so.” 

 

As I can well imagine in real life, no one is too keen in the Star 

Trek universe on “synthehol” but it is to regular drop on a 

starship. 

 
Real Klingons don’t drink synthehol 
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So how realistic is an alcohol substitute?  According to 

psychopharmacologist David Nutt, “there is no scientific reason 

why it could not be made right now”. 

 

Alcohol exerts most of its effects on the brain through GABA-A 

receptors, though more strongly to some particular subtypes.  

Nutt states that partial agonists of GABA-A receptors already 

exists.  Alcohol in addition inhibits NMDA receptors and 

similarly, NMDA antagonists are also available.  According to 

Nutt the right mixture of these drugs would be able to deliver 

the pleasurable effects of alcohol without some of its side-

effects. 

 

Now, if these could be delivered in a palatable liquid form that 

works well with mixers, then we’ve got a winner.  Ignoring the 

obvious ethical dilemma of producing a new designer 

psychotropic drug, not to mention the huge backlash from the 

existing beer, wine and spirits industries, “synthehol” may yet 

still become a reality. 

 

I can see it now.  In a hundred year’s time, a group of old men 

huddled over their schooners of synthehol-beer reminisce over 

the good old days when wine was made from grapes and beer 

was made from hops.  And no one will believe that vodka was 

ever actually made from potatoes. 
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Source article 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg19025474.100-all-the-pleasures-of-

alcohol-with-no-downsides.html 

All the pleasures of alcohol, with no downsides 

 11 April 2006 

 Exclusive from New Scientist Print Edition 

 Graham Lawton 

 

CASUAL drinkers are unlikely to have raised their glass to the news last 

month that most people who suffer severe alcohol-induced liver disease are 

social drinkers not alcoholics.  Nor to the finding that moderate drinking 

might not, after all, help prevent heart disease. 

 

There may, however, just be a solution to our drinking woes – one that will 

allow us to go to a bar and drink as much as we want; get merry, not legless; 

wake without a hangover; and never have to worry that one of our favourite 

pastimes may be killing us.  It's a cocktail of drugs that mimics the 

pleasurable effects of alcohol without the downsides.  The idea is only on the 

drawing board, but there is no scientific reason why it could not be made 

right now, says psychopharmacologist David Nutt of the University of Bristol 

in the UK. 

 

Alcohol exerts its effects on the brain mainly by latching onto signalling 

molecules called GABA-A receptors.  There are dozens of subtypes of these, 

some of which are associated with specific effects of alcohol.  Memory loss, 

for example, seems to occur because alcohol binds to a subtype in the 

hippocampus called alpha-5.  Nutt says it would be possible to design 

molecules that bind strongly to the good subtypes but more weakly to the 

bad ones. 

 

In fact such "partial agonists" of GABA-A receptors already exist in the form 

of bretazenil and pagoclone, which were developed as anti-anxiety drugs but 

never commercialised.  These molecules also have the advantage of being 

instantly reversible by the drug flumazenil, which is used as an antidote to 
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overdoses of tranquillisers such as Valium.  Alcohol also inhibits NMDA 

receptors, which are part of a general excitatory signalling circuit, so a 

second ingredient of the alcohol substitute would be an NMDA antagonist 

such as dizoclipine, originally developed as a drug for stroke. 

 

The trick pharmacologists need to pull off is to make a mixture of molecules 

that deliver alcohol's pleasurable effects, notably relaxation and sociability, 

without the aggression, nausea, loss of coordination and amnesia that can 

cause drinkers and those around them so much grief.  Long-term problems 

such as cirrhosis of the liver could also be eliminated, says Nutt, who 

publishes the idea next month in the Journal of Psychopharmacology, (vol 

20, p 318). 

 

There would be obstacles of course.  The pharmaceutical industry may be 

unwilling to develop and test such a complex and expensive formulation, 

while there would be political and moral difficulties in creating a new 

lifestyle drug.  And drinkers might need some persuading to give up fine 

wine or their favourite beer.  Still, it's an idea worth toasting. 
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Cole inquiry in cartoons 

Tuesday, April 18, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/cole-inquiry-in-cartoons.html 

 

Wickedly biting set of cartoons by Alan Moir, the editorial 

cartoonist of The Sydney Morning Herald: 
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Source: The Sydney Morning Herald 
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Laboratory grown bladders successfully 

transplanted 

Thursday, April 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/laboratory-grown-bladders-successfully.html 

 

Doctors have successfully 

grown new urinary bladders 

from patient’s own cells and 

transplanted them. 

 

“Tissue rejection” is a 

difficult problem in organ 

transplantation.  Not only is 

the availability of organs for transplantation (very) limited, the 

vast majority of those organs are unsuitable for any one patient.  

The simplistic notion of “blood group” for organ 

transplantation seen in some television shows and popular 

movies (e.g., Muggers) has distorted the public mind on the 

difficulty of finding a match. 

 

The human immune system is remarkably good at detecting 

“foreign” substances and “tissue rejection” occurs when the 

host immune system attacks the “donor” tissue or organ.  This 

detection is mediated by the “major histocompatibility 

complexes” – a set of molecules which are on the surface of 

cells.  A close match between the donor and host lowers the risk 

of a rejection reaction.  A perfect match would be extremely 

 
Internal anatomy of the male 

urinary bladder 
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rare, except in the case of a transplant from an identical twin – 

or self-transplantation (e.g., in the case of skin grafts). 

 

Usually, a slight mismatch in the MHC must be tolerated and 

powerful anti-rejection drugs used indefinitely.  Even so, the 

risk of tissue rejection is ever present, potentially leading to 

organ failure within hours to years after the transplantation.  

The anti-rejection drugs work by suppressing the immune 

system, significantly increasing the risk of serious infections 

and cancer. 

 

The inherent problem of organ transplantation with “allografts” 

is the driving force behind stem cell and tissue regeneration 

research.  The best transplant tissue or organ to use, after all, is 

an “autograft”. 

 

It was revealed earlier this month that researchers have grown 

complete urinary bladders from the patient’s own cells and 

transplanted them into seven young patients with spina bifida.  

Apparently, these have been working well – for an average of 

four years in the patients. 

 

Due to a disruption in the spinal cord in spina bifida, the 

bladder often lacks the usual control and coordination.  High 

pressures inside the bladder lead to recurrent urinary tract 

infections and kidney damage.  This is an important cause of 

illness and death in people with spina bifida. 
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The transplanted bladders do not function as in people without 

the condition as that would involve neuronal regeneration as 

well.  Nevertheless, by increasing the capacity of the bladder, 

they reduce the risk of high pressures, infection and 

incontinence.  The “neo-bladders” represent a tremendous 

advance in the field of tissue engineering. 

 

Source article 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://smh.com.au/news/health/bladders-grown-from-

patients-own-cells/2006/04/04/1143916529701.html 

Bladders grown from patients’ own cells 

By Rick Weiss 

April 5, 2006 

 

RESEARCHERS have grown complete urinary bladders in a laboratory and 

transplanted them into patients, improving their health and achieving the 

first cultivation of working replacements for failing solid human organs. 

 

The “neo-bladders”, each one grown in a small laboratory container from a 

pinch of a patient’s own cells, have been working in seven young patients for 

an average of almost four years, says a report in the British journal The 

Lancet on Monday. 

 

The organs have remained free of the many complications that bedevil the 

conventional practice of surgically constructing bladders from other tissues. 

 

Researchers said they hope some day to offer patients more than a dozen 

other homegrown organs, including blood vessels, partial kidneys and 

perhaps even hearts. 

 

“It was really uncharted territory in terms of how you do these things,” said 

Anthony Atala of Wake Forest University School of Medicine in Winston-
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Salem, North Carolina, who led the work with Alan Retik at Children’s 

Hospital and Harvard Medical School in Boston. 

 

“We’re very pleased with how well they’re functioning.” 

 

Experts applauded the work as a coming-of-age for the long-struggling field 

of tissue engineering and as a possible way to bypass some of the 

controversy over embryonic stem cells. 

 

Because the replacement bladders were made from patients’ own cells, they 

did not stimulate an immune-system reaction.  The new study involved 

seven youngsters aged four to 19, with spina bifida, a serious birth defect of 

the spinal cord. 

 

Because of misconnections in the nerves to the bladder, many such patients 

experience urinary pressure, causing life-threatening kidney damage. 

 

For decades, surgeons have crafted various bladder stand-ins, often using 

intestinal tissue.  But complications are common, including leakage, 

infections, stones in the bladder and bone loss.  Colon cancers have also 

recently begun to emerge in some patients with intestinal-tissue bladders. 

 

“This has been the dream we’ve all had, to come up with a tissue-engineered 

bladder,” said Tony Khoury, chief of pediatric urology at the Hospital for 

Sick Children in Toronto. 

 

The team took biopsy specimens about half the size of a postage stamp from 

each patient’s malfunctioning bladder.  After two months of manipulation 

and growing in the laboratory, surgeons then stitched the new bladders into 

place just above the patients’ old ones.  There the organs continued to grow 

and reconfigure themselves. 

 



April 2006 

 219 

Visoko – potential site of a European pyramid 

Thursday, April 20, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/visoko-potential-site-of-european.html 

 

The town of Visoko in Bosnia-Herzegovina lies at the base of a 

large pyramidal hill, the “Visocica”.  Bosnian archaeologist 

Semir Osmanagic hypothesised in October 2005 that 

underneath this hill lay a step pyramid. 

 

Yesterday, researchers at the site unearthed geometrically cut 

stone slabs of which they claim form part of the sloping surface 

of the ancient pyramid.  If this is true, then this would be the 

first ancient pyramid discovered in Europe – an amazing 

archaeological discovery in an age where advanced satellite 

 
Does a pyramid lie beneath? 
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imaging is available to the home user (unfortunately, Google 

Earth images of this area are rather low resolution). 

 

Source article 
Yahoo! News: http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20060420/ap_on_sc/bosnia_pyramid 

Experts Find Evidence of Bosnia Pyramid 

By AMEL EMRIC, Associated Press Writer Thu Apr 20, 12:03 AM ET 

 

VISOKO, Bosnia-Herzegovina – Researchers on Wednesday unearthed 

geometrically cut stone slabs that they said could form part of the sloping 

surface of what they believe is an ancient pyramid lying beneath a huge hill. 

 

Archaeologists and other experts began digging at this central Bosnian town 

last week to explore the team leader’s theory that the 2,120-foot hill covers a 

step pyramid, which would be the first ever found in Europe. 

 

 
Illustration of old town Visoko in Turkish rule 
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“These are the first uncovered walls of the pyramid,” Semir Osmanagic, a 

Bosnian archaeologist who studied the pyramids of Latin America for 15 

years, said of the stonework found Wednesday. 

 

“We can see the surface is perfectly flat.  This is the crucial material proof 

that we are talking pyramids,” he said. 

 

Osmanagic believes the structure will prove to be 722 feet high, or a third 

taller than Egypt’s Great Pyramid of Giza. 

 

The huge stone blocks discovered Wednesday appeared to be cut in cubes 

and polished. 

 

“It is so obvious that the top of the blocks, the surface is man-made,” 

Osmanagic said. 

 

Earlier research on the hill, known as Visocica, found that it has 45-degree 

slopes pointing toward the cardinal points and a flat top.  Under layers of 

dirt, workers discovered a paved entrance plateau, entrances to tunnels and 

large stone blocks. 

 

Satellite photographs and thermal imaging revealed two other, smaller 

pyramid-shaped hills in the Visoko Valley. 

 

Last week’s excavations began with a team of rescue workers from a nearby 

coal mine being sent into a tunnel believed to be part of an underground 

network connecting the three pyramid-shaped hills. 

 

They were followed by archeologists, geologists and other experts who 

emerged from the tunnel later to declare that it was certainly man-made. 
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The work at Visoko, about 20 miles northwest of Sarajevo, will continue for 

about six months.  Two experts from Egypt are due to join the team in mid-

May. 

 

“It will be a very exciting archaeological spring and summer,” Osmanagic 

said. 
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Religious insight from South Park – God is 

vengeful 

Saturday, April 22, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/religious-insight-from-south-park-god.html 

 

A short conversation between “Chef” and “Stan” from the 

cartoon “South Park” offers a firm theological argument that 

God is vengeful and malicious.  The content of this article was 

inspired from an entry in “DuVernois Blog” found here: 

http://blog.lib.umn.edu/duver001/nwn/013585.html 

 

William of Ockam was a logician and Franciscan friar in 14th 

century England.  He is credited with the famous maxim, 

“Ockam’s razor”.  It states in Latin, “entia non sunt 

 
Chef and Stan 
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multiplicanda praeter necessitatem” which means, “entities 

should not be multiplied beyond necessity”.  The meaning?  

States Wikipedia: 

 

“…the explanation of any phenomenon 
should make as few assumptions as 
possible, eliminating those that make no 
difference in the observable predictions of 
the explanatory hypothesis or theory.” 

 

From episode 78 of South Park, “Kenny Dies”, Chef and Stan 

have the following dialogue: 

 

Stan: “Why would God let Kenny die, Chef?  
Why?  Kenny’s my friend.  Why can’t God 
take someone else’s friend?” 

 
Chef: “Stan, sometimes God takes those closest 

to us, because it makes him feel better 
about himself.  He is a very vengeful God, 
Stan.  He’s all pissed off about something 
we did thousands of years ago.  He just 
can’t get over it, so he doesn’t care who he 
takes.  Children, puppies, it don’t matter to 
him, so long as it makes us sad.  Do you 
understand?” 

 
Stan: “But then, why does God give us anything 

to start with?” 
 
Chef: “Well, look at it this way: if you want to 

make a baby cry, first you give it a lollipop.  
Then you take it away.  If you never give it 
a lollipop to begin with, then you would 
have nothin’ to cry about.  That’s like God, 
who gives us life and love and help just so 
that he can tear it all away and make us 
cry, so he can drink the sweet milk of our 
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tears.  You see, it’s our tears, Stan, that give 
God his great power.” 

 
Stan: “I think I understand.” 

 

 

If we take the assumption that God exists, a question often 

asked is why “bad things happen to good people”.  The standard 

response usually involves the invocation of God blessing 

humans with “free will”; or the more ineffable “he loves us all” 

but “works in mysterious ways”. 

 

Ockam’s razor would seem to suggest a simpler answer, and the 

“truth” is revealed in the profound if puerile script of the 

aforementioned episode of South Park.  This, furthermore, 

should not be particularly surprising.  States the holy texts of 

the Christian religion: 

 

Exodus 20:5: For I the Lord thy God am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the 
fathers upon the children unto the third 
and fourth generation of them that hate 
me. 
 
Leviticus 24:16: And he that blasphemeth 
the name of the Lord, he shall surely be put 
to death. 
  
Exodus 31:15: Whosoever doeth any work 
in the Sabbath day, he shall surely be put 
to death. 
  
Exodus 21:15: He that smiteth his father, or 
his mother, shall be surely put to death. 
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Exodus 21:17: He that curseth his father or 
his mother, shall surely be put to death. 
  
Leviticus 20:10: And the man that 
committeth adultery with another man's 
wife, the adulterer and the adulteress shall 
be put to death. 
  
Mark 16:16: He that believeth not, shall be 
damned. 
 

and one of my personal favourites… 
  
Malachi 2:1-4: And now, O ye priests, this 
commandment is for you.  If you will not 
hear, and if ye will not lay it to heart to give 
glory to my name, … behold, I will corrupt 
your seed, and spread dung upon your 
faces. 

 

If the Christian God is real He will punish innocent children to 

the third and fourth generation for the sins of their fathers.  His 

preferred method of punishment generally involves death – 

even for the “crime” of working on a Saturday.  From this 

perspective, it is perhaps not surprising why someone like Pat 

Robertson, a TV evangelist (i.e., fundamentalist) would believe 

that Ariel Sharon’s stroke was the result of divine retribution 

for leaving the Gaza Strip. 

 

Although it is ironic as Ockam was a Franciscan friar, his 

eponymous razor is frequently applied in the existence of God.  

From Wikipedia: 

 

“…if the concept of God does not help to 
explain the universe, it is argued, God is 
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irrelevant and should be cut away 
(Schmitt 2005).  While Occam’s razor 
cannot prove God’s non-existence, it does 
imply that, in the absence of compelling 
reasons to believe in God, unbelief should 
be preferred.” 

 

This is the essence of the justification for “weak atheism”.  With 

the reductionist slice of our favourite logician’s tool, we can 

conclude that if God exists, then He is vengeful and cruel; that 

or He doesn’t exist to begin with. 

 

Source articles 
DuVernois Blog: Religion from South Park 

http://blog.lib.umn.edu/duver001/nwn/013585.html 

 

Wikipedia: Occam’s razor 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Occam%27s_razor 

 

Wikipedia: Kenny Dies 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenny_Dies 

 

Positive Atheism: Which Ten Commandments? 

http://www.positiveatheism.org/crt/whichcom.htm 
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New antibiotic discovered in wallaby milk 

Monday, April 24, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/new-antibiotic-discovered-in-wallaby.html 

 

Australian researchers 

discovered the compound 

AGG01 about a year ago in 

wallaby milk and have since 

learnt more about its 

properties.  It appears to a 

potent antimicrobial that is 

active against a range of 

organisms including fungi, and 

bacteria such as E. coli, 

salmonella, Pseudomonas spp. 

and of particularly interest, 

MRSA, the multi-drug resistant form of golden staph. 

 

It is relatively uncommon for a single compound to be active 

against such a wide range of bacteria. 

 

Assuming that it is safe in humans, this new compound could 

potentially make a huge contribution to our dwindling number 

of effective antibiotics. 

 

Source article 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/science/better-than-

penicillin/2006/04/23/1145730809352.html 

 
New antimicrobial found in the 

milk of the Tammar wallaby 
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Wallaby’s milk beats super bugs 

By Orietta Guerrera 

April 24, 2006 

 

RESEARCHERS have discovered a compound in wallaby milk that is 100 

times more effective than penicillin in the fight against antibiotic-resistant 

bacteria. 

 

The team from the Victorian Department of Primary Industries was 

examining the ingredients of wallaby milk when it identified the super-

potent compound, and its potential to combat a range of bacteria and 

fungus, including E. coli, salmonella, and the hospital super bug, golden 

staph. 

 

The team’s leader, Ben Cocks, yesterday said the discovery could have a 

profound impact on both animal and human health. 

 

“We made the first observation a bit over a year ago, and since then we’ve 

got much more information about it, about how it’s made, the range of 

bacteria that it’s active against, and how potent it is,” Dr Cocks said.  “And 

from a biological, evolutionary perspective it’s very interesting because 

there’s no equivalent in humans or in cows.  It seems as if the placental 

mammals … lost the gene for this anti-microbial.” 

 

Wallabies are born without a proper immune system, and rely on nutrients 

in their mother’s milk until they begin to develop antibodies at 100 days old. 

 

The scientists were researching the properties of the milk of Tammar 

wallabies, but Dr Cocks said he believed the bacteria-fighting compound 

would also be found in the milk of other wallabies and kangaroos.  He said it 

was relatively easy to synthesise, but the next step was to examine whether it 

was safe for human use. 
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His team has approached biotechnology companies for help developing the 

product. 
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And God takes the innocent faithful 

Wednesday, April 26, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/and-god-takes-innocent-faithful.html 

 

I recently wrote an 

article about the vengeful 

nature of God.  

Yesterday, a terrible and 

tragic incident provides 

credence to such a 

supposition. 

 

Five Mexican children were killed while praying before a large 

metal cross when it was struck by lightning. 

 

Lightning, is the archetypical manifestation of the wrath of god.  

The god “Zeus” of Greek antiquity wielded the “thunderbolt” as 

his weapon of choice.  The Norse god “Thor” wielded the 

magical lightning hammer “Mjolnir”.  The chief Norse god 

“Odin” carried the spear “Gungnir” which is also a 

representation of lightning. 

 

If we are to suppose that the god that the children were 

worshiping did in fact exist and is omnipotent in the 

characterisation of the Christian religion, what are the possible 

conclusions from this act of divine retribution? 

 

1. God is cruel and/or sadistic and/or vengeful; 
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2. or God is unwilling to intervene to be merciful to 

even his most pious and innocent of devotees. 

 

Or perhaps the “real” God is not the god of the Christians and is 

punishing the children for being infidels in a twisted reversal of 

Mark 16:16 (“He that believeth not, shall be damned”).  In any 

case, the same two characterisations apply to this non-Christian 

god. 

 

Such an event brings forth the “Ockam’s razor” application on 

the existence of God.  The question: is it more likely that God is 

vengeful or uncaring, or that there is no God and this was 

simply an awful and tragic accident – explainable by bad luck 

and the fact that lightning is attracted to metal. 

 

I believe in the latter. 

 

Religious devotees will use their god or religion to explain the 

fortuitous and happy events in their life.  If God exists, 

however, the same system of application must also explain all 

the misery and injustice.  He is either vengeful, blind, irrelevant 

or doesn’t exist. 

 

Morals, ethics and virtue are not the exclusive domain of any 

particular religion or the religious in general.  Truth is not 

diminished by the lack of a supernatural authority.  Indeed, it is 

enhanced. 
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Source article 
MSNBC: http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/12467604/?GT1=7938 

Lightning kills 5 Mexican children in prayer 

 

Youths between 9 and 16 die praying at metal cross in central Mexico 

 

MEXICO CITY – Five Mexican children were killed when a large metal cross 

they were praying at was struck by lightning in central Mexico, local media 

reported Monday. 

 

Five children between 9 and 16 years old died and several others suffered 

burns when lightning struck a white-painted metal cross set on a hill in the 

town of Santa Maria del Rio early on Sunday, according to two newspaper 

reports. 

 

“The lightning went straight into them and killed them instantly,” local Red 

Cross chief Eduardo Suarez told the daily El Norte. 

 

Officials in the state of San Luis Potosi were not immediately available to 

confirm the report, also in the newspaper El Universal. 

 

A photo showed charring on the cross’s turquoise-painted cement base, 

although the cross was still standing. 

 

Several families had been participating in a midnight ceremony as part of a 

local religious festival that centers around the cross. 

 

Santa Maria del Rio calls itself the “cradle of the shawl” for the traditional 

silk shawls that artisans have woven there since pre-Hispanic times. 
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“Holy grail” of neonatal immunology 

Thursday, April 27, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/holy-grail-of-neonatal-immunology.html 

 

American researchers have 

discovered a method that may 

make vaccinating at birth a 

possibility. 

 

Although some vaccines can 

(and are) given at birth, for the 

vast majority of vaccinations, 

this is not feasible.  The 

problem is the immaturity of 

the neonate’s immune system.  

If the baby is unable to mount an adequate immune response to 

the constituents of the vaccine, then the vaccination would be 

ineffective. 

 

Immunologists from the Children’s Hospital, Boston, have 

discovered a remarkable property in a molecule dubbed “Toll-

like receptor 8”.  The toll-like receptors (TLR) normally detect 

foreign proteins (e.g., for bacteria and viruses) and then trigger 

an immune response.  In babies, however, this process is 

inhibited, probably to prevent the immune system from 

attacking the mother while in utero.  Nevertheless, it appears 

that TLR-8 is the exception to the rule and can be stimulated 

with a number of different compounds. 
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It is suggested that if these compounds are added to vaccines, 

then they could be given in the neonatal period as well.  The 

greatest interface that a baby has with the health system is in 

the immediate days after birth.  Neonatal vaccination could 

help prevent the somewhat erratic vaccination rates in children.  

Furthermore, it would also allow for the babies to be protected 

from these diseases in the first few months of life. 

 

Says Dr Ofer Levy (lead researcher in the study): 

 

“We have stumbled across the molecular 
holy grail of neonatal immunology.” 

 

I never knew that a field as specialised as neonatal immunology 

could have a “holy grail”, but all the same, this is a finding that 

could potentially revolutionise the administration of vaccines in 

children. 

 

Source article 
BBC News: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/4939996.stm 

Vaccines at birth a possibility 

 

A study has shown that vaccinating newborn babies might be possible. 

 

Currently, most immunisations are given to babies at two months of age 

because they are unable to mount an immune response to the majority of 

vaccines. 

 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 236 

But US scientists have found a way to stimulate an immune response in 

newborns, following the discovery of a type of molecule present at birth. 

 

The team, writing in the journal Blood, say infant mortality could be reduced 

if babies are vaccinated at birth. 

 

Newborn babies have an immature immune system. This, coupled with their 

reduced response to most vaccines, leaves very young babies vulnerable to 

infections. 

 

But immunologists from the Children’s Hospital, Boston, say they have 

found a molecule, called Toll-like receptor 8, which could be stimulated to 

boost immune responses and enable vaccination. 

 

First defence 

Toll-like receptors, or TLRs, are found on the surface of certain types of 

white blood cells, and are the first line of defence against infection. 

 

They detect the presence of invading bacteria and viruses, and trigger the 

production of cytokines, a type of protein, that cause other immune cells to 

mount a defence against infection. 

 

Babies, like adults, have 10 kinds of TLRs, but unlike in adults, most, when 

stimulated, do not trigger this kind of immune response. 

 

This, according to the researchers, could be an evolutionary factor, whereby 

a baby’s immune system is inactivated during pregnancy so as to prevent 

attacking its mother’s. 

 

However, the researchers discovered that one of the TLRs, TLR-8, was an 

exception and could be stimulated by several compounds to produce an 

immune response. 
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Dr Ofer Levy, lead researcher on the study and an immunologist from 

Harvard Medical School, said: “These are exactly the kinds of responses you 

need to get good vaccine responses.” 

 

New vaccines 

These compounds could perhaps given to babies alongside vaccines, he said, 

to boost the neonatal vaccine response, thereby enabling vaccination of 

newborns. 

 

“We believe we have stumbled across the molecular holy grail of neonatal 

immunology.” 

 

His team will now carry out further studies to test this possibility in animals 

and eventually in babies. 

 

He said his findings could have real practical benefits. 

 

“In the Western world we tend to vaccinate babies at two, four and six 

months – this means that we leave a window of susceptibility,” said Dr Levy. 

 

“If we could come up with a way to get the system to work at birth, then you 

would close that window of susceptibility.” 

 

From a global health perspective, he said, there is evidence that babies in the 

developing world have the highest rate of contact with the healthcare system 

at birth, compared to the rest of their childhoods. 

 

“And if a vaccine could be given at birth, you will achieve better vaccine 

coverage rates,” he said. 

 

But Adam Finn, professor of paediatrics from Bristol University, said it was 

too early to say whether this research could change vaccination. 
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“This is an interesting observation about one aspect of a baby’s immune 

system that appears to work quite well and which could, theoretically, be 

exploited to make vaccines more effective in the future,” said Professor Finn. 

 

“But it is important to remember that it is a preliminary observation.” 
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Another vitamin hypothesis debunked 

Saturday, April 29, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/another-vitamin-hypothesis-debunked.html 

 

A recent large Australian 

study has demonstrated 

that giving vitamin C and 

vitamin E supplements 

did not prevent pre-

eclampsia in pregnant 

women or help the 

babies.  The results have 

been published in the 

most recent issue of the New England Journal of Medicine (Vol 

354:1796-1806). 

 

It had previously been hypothesised that the use of these agents 

could help decrease the risk of pre-eclampsia, which is a 

potentially life-threatening form of hypertension in pregnant 

women.  Pre-eclampsia also frequently leads to intrauterine 

growth retardation in the foetus as well as premature birth, 

something that the vitamin supplements were hoped to help 

prevent as well. 

 

Unfortunately, in the study of 1900 Australian women in the 

University of Adelaide, it appears that there is no beneficial 

effect. 

 

 
Vitamin supplements – probably 

ineffective 
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The past several years have not been good evidence-wise for the 

proponents of the “vitamins for health” crowd, with a number 

of large studies finding supplements in general to be useless in 

the otherwise healthy individual. 

 

 A large meta-analysis last year illustrated that despite 

“common wisdom”, mega doses of vitamin C does not 

help prevent the common cold. 

 The seminal “Heart Protection Study” which had an 

antioxidant arm definitively showed that taking a battery 

of antioxidants (vitamin E, vitamin C and beta-carotene) 

made absolutely no difference to cardiovascular 

endpoints or all cause mortality. 

 Two trials looking at using beta-carotene supplements as 

a protective agent (against cancer) in smoking showed 

that take they actually significantly increased the rate of 

lung cancer! 

 

With the results of the latest study, there is even less evidence 

for the usage of vitamin supplements. 

 

The evidence for vitamin supplements in vitamin replete 

individuals is scanty.  At best, the usual vitamin tablets work as 

a placebo and are usually harmless (though the beta-carotene 

studies should send a shiver down every smoker’s spine).  The 

average person should aim to get their vitamins and minerals 

from a varied and healthy diet and save the money spent 

otherwise on mostly useless supplements on something else. 
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Source articles 
New England Journal of Medicine: 

Rumbold A., Crowther C., et al.  Vitamins C and E and the Risks of Preeclampsia and 

Perinatal Complications.  NEJM Volume 354:1796-1806 April 27, 2006 Number 17 

 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/National/No-effect-from-extra-

pregnancy-vitamins/2006/04/28/1146198338535.html 

No effect from extra pregnancy vitamins 

April 28, 2006 – 5:09PM 

 

Giving extra vitamins C and E to pregnant women does not prevent high 

blood pressure problems or benefit their babies, Australian researchers have 

found. 

 

The findings dispel previous health theories. 

 

In the largest study of its kind worldwide, University of Adelaide researchers 

looked at almost 1900 Australian women and their babies. 

 

They found that treating pregnant women with vitamin supplements did not 

help their babies nor stop them developing pre-eclampsia. 

 

Pre-eclampsia, which affects about six per cent of women in their first 

pregnancy, is a disorder that occurs in the second half of pregnancy and is 

characterised by hypertension and protein in the urine. 

 

It carries the risk of serious complications and death to both mother and 

baby, including premature birth and poor intrauterine growth. 

 

Study leader Caroline Crowther said pregnant women at risk of developing 

pre-eclampsia had previously been treated with vitamins C and E. 
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Dr Crowther said such treatment had also previously been thought to have 

kept babies healthy and reduce the risk of them not growing. 

 

“Our results show that this treatment for women in their first pregnancy, in 

the form of 1,000mg vitamin C and 400 IU vitamin E (higher than what 

would normally be obtained from the diet), is not beneficial for either the 

mothers or their babies,” she said. 

 

“We do not recommend that women take these extra supplements.” 
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New website – “The Medicine Box” 

Sunday, April 30, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/04/new-website-medicine-box.html 

 

In the past week, I have launched a new website called “The 

Medicine Box”, http://vitualis.wordpress.com 

 

The Medicine Box is a weblog devoted junior medical officer, 

especially those in the first couple of years after graduation.  

There is, unashamedly, a strong Australian bias to this site.  It is 

a treasure trove of tips, tricks and cheats; and hopefully within, 

a few pearls of wisdom. 

 

Any doctors out there wanting to contribute any tips or hints to 

“The Medicine Box,” please contact me by e-mail. 
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Marvellous improvised walking aid 

Monday, May 01, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/marvellous-improvised-walking-aid.html 

 

Geo-physicist Ken 

Armitage has developed 

a fantastic new walking, 

initially created for his 

wife who suffers from 

multiple sclerosis. 

 

The “MuSmate” walking 

aid is marvellous in its 

simplicity.  It elicits the 

“slap your hand on your 

forehead, why didn’t I 

think of this” response when you see it.  In essence, it comprises 

of a shoulder harness and a bungee cord that connects to the 

shoe and comes in both one sided and double sided (both lower 

limbs) versions.  The bungee cord helps the wearer lift their leg. 

 

Although no trials have been performed yet, anecdotal evidence 

from the Armitages is that using the “MuSmate” both 

significantly increases walking speed and endurance. 

 

Source article 
BBC News: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/4950592.stm 

Homemade walking aid tackles MS 

 
The “MuSmate” in action 
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Geoff Adams-Spink 

BBC News website age & disability correspondent 

 

A scientist whose wife has multiple sclerosis has developed a walking aid 

that has been shortlisted for an award. 

 

Ken Armitage and wife Anne were trying to reach a pub on Dartmoor in time 

for a cream tea. 

 

Mr Armitage improvised using his rucksack and a bungee strap, and the 

couple made it in time for tea. 

 

His MuSmate walking aid was in line for a best new product award at a 

leading UK disability show, Naidex, at the NEC in Birmingham. 

 

‘Wonderful idea’ 

Mr Armitage is a geo-physicist and spends his time inventing things, though 

not usually disability-related products. 

 

“Our need was to get to a pub that was serving the best cream teas on 

Dartmoor,” Anne Armitage told the BBC News website. 

 

“My husband had this wonderful idea – he took off his rucksack, put a 

bungee on my foot and I covered the last two kilometres and got there in 

time for tea.” 

 

The Armitages – together with a partner, Andrew Wynd – have formed a 

company to market the MuSmate to the public. 

 

The device consists of a shoulder harness and an elasticated cord connected 

the wearer’s shoe. 
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They are hoping it will help people with MS, cerebral palsy, those recovering 

from strokes and adrenoleukodystrophy, a condition similar to MS. 

 

“My wife’s walking range was down to about 50 or 60 metres,” explained Mr 

Armitage. 

 

“Aerobic fitness is really important. Just because one muscle group doesn’t 

work, that’s not to say the others can’t do a lot more.” 

 

Mr Armitage uses the elastic cord to help people whose muscles won’t allow 

them to lift their feet during that part of the walking cycle. 

 

“We found a way of transferring energy from the strong muscles in the thigh 

and back to the ones that weren’t working.” 

 

Confidence boost 

The next stage in the product’s development was to have it tested by a larger 

group of people.  The South-West MS Society helped by coming up with 

around 20 volunteers. 

 

According to Mr Armitage, over a 90 day period their walking speed 

increased by more than 100%. 

 

The volunteers also reported – though this was not measured scientifically – 

that the distance that they were able to walk increased by up to 600%. 

 

Wearers reported that walking without the MuSmate had also improved. 

 

“All of my friends at the MS centre asked why I was getting better,” said Mrs 

Armitage. 

 

“I thought it was the red wine, but it wasn’t.  It was the red wine and the 

MuSmate together.” 



May 2006 

 249 

 

Mrs Armitage says that the device has significantly increased the amount 

she can walk as well as restoring her confidence. 

 

“If my husband hadn’t invented this I would probably be using a wheelchair 

by now.” 

 

Having gone through the testing process and having been approved as a 

medical aid, the MuSmate is now on sale to the public. 

 

Testing time 

One of those who tried it out at Naidex 2006 was Rob Woodfield from 

Leicester who is recovering from a stroke. 

 

“What I want to do is to go hill walking,” he said. 

 

Mr Woodfield spent 10 minutes walking around the exhibition hall at the 

NEC and concluded, “this does seem to work”. 

 

“This has certainly given me the confidence to give it a much longer try,” he 

said. 

 

The MuSmate can be used on one or both legs and costs around £75 for a 

single harness and £125 for a double version. 

 

The company estimates that there are two million people in Europe and 

North America who could make use of the invention. 
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The Atlantic health divide 

Wednesday, May 03, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/atlantic-health-divide.html 

 

A recent study in The 

Journal of the American 

Medical Association 

(JAMA) revealed an 

interesting gap between 

the health between the 

United States and the 

United Kingdom 

(specifically England). 

 

In comparison, the United States had worse health indicators 

compared to England at all socioeconomic levels, and the 

differences were marked.  For example, in the highest income 

bracket, the rates of heart disease were 12.0% vs. 7.8% 

respectively.  In the lowest income bracket, this was 17.1% vs. 

11.6%. 

 

It is speculated by James Smith of the RAND Corporation (one 

of the co-authors of the study) that dietary and other lifestyle 

factors may be at play, with a greater proportion of Americans 

obese compared to the English.  Of interest to me was the stark 

difference in the cost of health care, with the United States 

spending double that of England: $US 5274 per capita vs. 

$2164 respectively. 
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Source articles 
JAMA: Banks, J., Marmot, M., Oldfield, Z., Smith, J.  Disease and Disadvantage in the United 

States and in England.  Vol. 295 No. 17, May 3, 2006 

http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/short/295/17/2037 

 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn9098&feedId=online-

news_rss20 

Americans ‘sicker’ than their English counterparts 

 17:15 02 May 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Roxanne Khamsi 

 

For all the pork pies and clotted cream the English are reputed to consume, 

they still face less risk of diabetes and heart disease than their US 

counterparts, a new study shows. 

 

While wealthy Americans enjoy better health than their poorer fellow 

citizens, this high status fails to confer health benefits to match even the 

lowliest of their trans-Atlantic cousins.  The health of the richest people in 

the US is as poor as the worst educated, lowest paid among the English. 

 

“Americans are much sicker than the English,” claim the researchers, who 

are based on both sides of the Atlantic.  They came to this conclusion after 

studying self-reported information about diabetes, heart disease, cancer and 

other illnesses from about 8000 adults aged 55 to 64 years, half in each 

country.  The information came from government-sponsored surveys. 

 

The team confirmed that this data offered an accurate representation of 

disease rates by cross-checking it against a smaller sample of clinical data 

from people aged 40 to 70 years. 
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The self-reported and clinical data sets each showed how the figures varied 

according to income and education.  The researchers looked exclusively at 

data from non-Hispanic whites in both countries. 

 

Shock findings 

In England, 7.8% of people in the highest income bracket had heart disease, 

whereas 12.0% of the same group in the US had heart disease, according to 

the survey data.  The lowest income groups in England and the US had heart 

disease rates of 11.6% and 17.1%, respectively. 

 

The analysis also suggests that while about 6.1% of adults in England suffer 

from diabetes, the illness affects 12.5% of US adults. 

 

“We really did not expect there to be that big a difference,” says James Smith 

of the RAND Corporation in Santa Monica, California, US, who co-authored 

the study.  England was chosen because its population was expected to share 

many characteristics with that of the US. 

 

Super-sized citizens? 

Smith says the fact that all people in England have access to government-

sponsored health cover does not explain the differences seen between the 

populations.  He notes that about 94% of non-Hispanic white Americans 

between the ages of 55 and 64 years report having access to health 

insurance. 

 

He speculates that dietary differences – and in particular greater 

consumption of fast-food – could perhaps explain why 31% of Americans in 

that age group are obese, compared to just 23% of their English 

counterparts.  Possibly more stressful and sedentary lifestyles might also 

make Americans less healthy, Smith speculates. 

 

While Americans have higher rates of cancer, they are less like to die from it 

than the English.  Researchers say this may come down to a matter of 
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money.  In the US $5274 is spent per capita on medical care while in UK, 

taking both nationally funded and private healthcare into account, that 

number is just $2164. 
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Let’s indulge in a conspiracy theory – does al-

Zarqawi exist? 

Friday, May 05, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/lets-indulge-in-conspiracy-theory-does_05.html 

 

Today I read a few articles that 

has made me question the 

existence of “al-Zarqawi”, the 

mastermind of the Iraqi 

insurgency. 

 

Everyone likes a conspiracy 

theory.  They’re interesting, 

make a great story and are 

generally difficult to prove 

wrong.  The fact that something 

is dubbed a “conspiracy theory” can also, however, instantly be 

dismissed as some form of ridiculous “left-wing”, “terrorist-

supporting” mumbo-jumbo by the “powers that be”.  For this 

reason, the US Administration and US military love conspiracy 

theories too. 

 

Firstly, who is Abu Musab al-Zarqawi? 

 

Let me quote two moderately trustworthy sources.  The first is 

the profile of al-Zarqawi from the BBC News website.  The BBC, 

though funded by the British government, has a legislative 

 
A modern mythology 
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responsibility for neutrality and independence.  Insofar as 

political reporting, the BBC is much more trustworthy than the 

news media of the United States.  The second is from 

Wikipedia.  With around 500 edits from people across the 

political spectrum, the amalgamated biography is likely to be 

something representing “fact”. 

 

States the BBC: 

 

“...Abu Musab al-Zarqawi is Iraq’s most notorious 
insurgent – a shadowy figure associated with 
spectacular bombings, assassinations and the 
beheading of foreign hostages. 
 
He first appeared in Iraq as the leader of the 
Tawhid and Jihad insurgent group, merging it in 
late 2004 with Osama Bin Laden’s al-Qaeda 
network... 
 
...While many analysts say he is using the Iraqi 
insurgency as a springboard to expand his 
operations, others argue his influence has been 
exaggerated... 
 
...Bomb attacks on Iraq’s Shia-dominated 
government and security forces have continued 
apace, however, with many of the bloodiest strikes 
of 2005 blamed on Zarqawi’s group, now renamed 
al-Qaeda in Iraq... 
 
...A letter released by US forces in 2005 – allegedly 
authored by Bin Laden’s deputy, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, and addressed to Zarqawi – appears to 
support this. 
 
In the letter, whose authenticity remains in doubt, 
Zawahiri purportedly cautions Zarqawi that 
indiscriminate attacks on the Shia are eroding 
support for al-Qaeda... 
 
...Several men alleged to be key aides of Zarqawi 
have also been killed or captured – but these 
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appear to have had no effect on his group’s ability 
to operate... 
 
...The reward was increased in early 2004, after 
American authorities intercepted a letter which, 
they claimed, confirmed he was working with al-
Qaeda to drive the US out of Iraq... 
 
...In the run-up to the Iraq war in February 2003, 
US Secretary of State Colin Powell told the United 
Nations Zarqawi was an associate of Osama Bin 
Laden who had sought refuge in Iraq. 
 
Intelligence reports indicated he was in Baghdad 
and – according to Mr Powell – this was a sure sign 
that Saddam Hussein was courting al-Qaeda, 
which, in turn, justified an attack on Iraq. 
 
But some analysts at the time contested the claim, 
pointing to Zarqawi’s historical rivalry with Bin 
Laden... 
 
...Both men rose to prominence as “Afghan Arabs” 
–leading foreign fighters in the “jihad” against 
Soviet forces in Afghanistan in the 1980s... 
 
...Jordan tried him in absentia and sentenced him 
to death for allegedly plotting attacks on American 
and Israeli tourists. 
 
Western intelligence indicated Zarqawi had sought 
refuge in Europe. 
 
German security forces later uncovered a militant 
cell which claimed Zarqawi was its leader. 
 
The cell-members also told their German 
interrogators their group was “especially for 
Jordanians who did not want to join al-Qaeda”. 
 
According to the German intelligence report, this 
“conflicts with... information” from America... 
 
...He is believed to have set up a training camp in 
the western city of Herat, near the border with 
Iran. 
 
Students at his camp supposedly became experts in 
the manufacture and use of poison gases...” 
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States: Wikipedia 

 

“Abu Musab al-Zarqawi (Arabic: عب اوي أبومص  (الزرق
(born October 20, 1966, Zarqa, Jordan) is a Salafi 
Islamist militant, a guerrilla leader, and the 
rumoured leader of Al-Qaeda in Iraq.  One or more 
individuals identifying themselves as Zarqawi have 
taken responsibility, on several audiotapes, for 
numerous acts of violence in Iraq, including the 
killing of civilians and the taking of hostages.  He is 
also allegedly responsible for many other acts of 
violence, including the beheading of hostages in 
Iraq.  Due to his current role in the Iraqi 
insurgency and his prior activities in Jordan, 
Zarqawi is wanted by American, Iraqi, and 
Jordanian authorities. 
 
As an Islamist militant, Zarqawi opposes the 
presence of U.S., Israeli and Western military 
forces in the Islamic world.  In September 2005, he 
reportedly declared “all-out war” on Shia Muslims 
in Iraq, and is believed responsible for dispatching 
numerous Al-Qaeda suicide bombers throughout 
Iraq, and especially to areas with large 
concentrations of Shia civilians. 
 
Zarqawi, believed to be a long time ally of Osama 
bin Laden, is now a high-ranking member of bin 
Laden’s Al Qaeda network, and since October 2004 
has referred to his own organization Jama’at al-
Tawhid wal-Jihad, or Monotheism and Holy War 
Group, an insurgent network operating in Iraq, as 
“Al-Qaida in Iraq”.  On October 21, 2004, Zarqawi 
officially announced his allegiance to Al Qaida; on 
December 27, 2004, Al Jazeera broadcast an 
audiotape of bin Laden calling Zarqawi “the prince 
of al Qaeda in Iraq” and asked “all our organization 
brethren to listen to him and obey him in his good 
deeds.” 
  
Zarqawi is the most wanted man in Jordan and 
Iraq, having participated in or masterminded a 
number of violent actions against United States and 
Iraqi targets.  The U.S. government is offering a 
USD$25 million reward for information leading to 
his capture, the same amount offered for the 
capture of bin Laden before March 2004.  On 15 
October 2004, the U.S. State Department added 
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Zarqawi and the Jama’at al-Tawhid wal Jihad group 
to its list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations and 
ordered a freeze on any assets that the group might 
have in the United States.” 

 

Al-Zarqawi, an insurgent and Islamist who has been made out 

as a legendary “terrorist prince” in Iraq, traditionally shy of 

showing his face on video tape released a surprisingly candid 

video recently, unmasked, telling the world everything the US 

president states he is and is doing.  As noted around the 

internet, even assuming this video is truly that of al-Zarqawi, 

the timing is certainly convenient.  The video, was released by 

“Al-Qaeda”. 

 

Today, the “uncut” version of the tape was revealed by the US 

military, apparently seized during a raid last month.  The video 

shows the man who claims to be al-Zarqawi acting like a 

bumbling fool.  He is unable to operate his automatic rifle.  He 

wears American tennis shoes.  His aid / fellow fighter burns his 

hand by grabbing the just fired rifle from the confused al-

Zarqawi. 

 

The release of this tape was apparently a PR exercise in Iraq to 

mock al-Zarqawi.  States, the US military spokesman Major 

General Rick Lynch: 

 

“His close associates around him … do 
things like grab the hot barrel of the 
machine gun and burn themselves … 
Makes you wonder [about their military 
skills]…” 
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Yes it does. 

 

Let us look at the historical facts.  Al-Zarqawi is a veteran of 

combat as a foreign fighter in the war in Afghanistan against 

Soviet forces.  He was not just a solider – rather a leader of 

soldiers.  He has the skills (apparently) of running and 

operating several terrorist training camps and has successfully 

executed numerous terrorist attacks.  At present, he is 

(allegedly) a (or the) leader of the insurgency in Iraq. 

 

And he can’t operate a rifle?  And his aids / fellow fighters in 

the clip seem to be incompetent with firearms? 

 

We are faced with a credibility gap.  Perhaps al-Zarqawi does 

exist but is the man in the video him? 

 

With this gap of credibility a number of things start to fall apart 

– like the crack in a dry piece of wood once you drive in a 

wedge.  Why would al-Zarqawi’s group in Iraq change its name 

to “Al-Qaeda”?  There is plenty of historical evidence that al-

Zarqawi’s group was a rival.  From a US military point of view 

this name change does seem again, remarkably convenient.  

The undeniable enemy of the United States, the enemy that 

perpetrated 9/11 linked with Iraqi insurgency. 

 

Looking back at the BBC profile, it becomes painfully obvious 

that all that purported links between al-Zarqawi and Saddam 
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Hussein were tenuous at the time and now almost certainly 

bogus.  However, the US cemented the “Al-Qaeda” link with the 

letter of support for al-Zarqawi from bin Laden’s deputy Ayman 

al-Zawahri in October 2005.  Al Qaeda, not known for their 

bashfulness in declaring their responsibility for atrocities, 

claimed that this letter was a fake. 

 

Who is Abu Musab al-Zarqawi? 

 

He is another “Osama bin Laden”.  He is everywhere and he is 

nowhere.  Described as “mysterious” and “elusive” he is a 

mythical beast created by the United States as the archetypical 

bogey-man, the ultimate Islamic terrorist placed on a pedestal 

to subjugate and control the population with fear. 

 

A man named “al-Zarqawi” may exist, but the portrait painted 

of him by the military does not.  I also do not believe that the 

recent video of him is genuine.  At best, the US military is a 

willing dupe.  At worst, it was manufactured. 

 

But then, this is all only a conspiracy theory. 

 

Source articles 
Yahoo! News: Video Shows al-Zarqawi Fumbling with Rifle 

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20060505/ap_on_re_mi_ea/iraq 

 
Wikipedia: Nick Berg conspiracy theories 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nick_Berg_conspiracy_theories 
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BBC News: Profile: Abu Musab al-Zarqawi 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/3483089.stm 

 
Wikipedia: Abu Musab al-Zarqawi 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Musab_al-Zarqawi 

 
Project on Defense Alternatives: The al-Zarqawi Assessment: Another Instance of ‘Cooked’ 

Intelligence? 

http://www.comw.org/pda/0410zarqawi.html 

 
Telegraph (UK): How US fuelled myth of Zarqawi the mastermind 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2004/10/04/wirq04.xml 

 
The Washington Post: Military Plays Up Role of Zarqawi 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2006/04/09/AR2006040900890.html 
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Social engineering in Australian medical 

schools 

Wednesday, May 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/social-engineering-in-australian.html 

 

In the May 2006 edition of 

“The NSW Doctor” (journal 

of the Australian Medical 

Association (NSW) Limited), 

an opinion piece was written 

by Dr Julian Parmegiani, a 

well known forensic 

psychiatrist titled “Medical 

Schools and the Meritocracy 

Crisis”.  Within the article 

expressed a view I had long 

held though perhaps not 

“politically convenient” 

within the current views of 

medical student selection. 

 

In Australia, there has been a move towards “interview” based 

selection for potential medical students compared to the 

previous system of “academic achievement based” 

(“meritocratic”) system.  When I entered the undergraduate 

medical program at the University of NSW (the last bastion of 

the “old school”), entry was entirely based on my performance 

 
“In teaching there should be no 

distinction of classes.” 
– Confucius, Analects XV. 39 



May 2006 

 263 

in the HSC (“higher school certificate”).  Offers into the 

program had a number of prerequisites (insofar as subject 

choices and performance in those subjects in the last two years 

of secondary education) and was then applied on a “demand” 

basis.  For example, there were “x” number of positions and the 

top “x” candidates (in terms of the “TER” or tertiary entrance 

rank, a composite number determined statewide “ranking” on 

HSC performance) were given those positions. 

 

Medicine is in relative high demand and attractive to those who 

perform well academically and as such resulted in a degree of 

“academic elitism”.  This criticism is valid.  In my year, 

prospective medical students had to be ranked in the top 0.4% 

of all students completing the HSC to be successful in securing 

a place in the undergraduate medical program at the UNSW. 

 

I clearly remember the other criticisms at the time.  It was 

purported that the meritocratic system produced (quoting 

Parmegiani’s article): 

 

“… idiot-savants with no interpersonal 
skills, altruism, or empathy.” 

 

The “unhappy mother” argument was common.  “My ‘little 

Jonny’ would make a fantastic doctor but only got a TER score 

of 90”. 
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And of course, there was the veiled but palpably popular 

opinion that only the socially retarded dare utter that “there 

were too many Asian medical students”. 

 

A few years into my medical degree, the UNSW succumbed to 

the tides of change and it too instituted an interview based 

system. 

 

The ideology behind an interview based selection system is so 

that qualities that are not necessary represented in the sterile 

TER such as ethics, empathy, and altruism would be considered 

as criteria.  The flip-side, of course, is to weed out the 

aforementioned “idiot-savants”.  This ideology is admirable.  

Pragmatism and practical implementation is nevertheless 

necessary. 

 

A quick review of the medical student intake population in 

programs based highly on interviews reveals several key biases 

compared to the old meritocratic system.  The medical students 

are significantly whiter, from wealthier backgrounds and more 

likely to be from a family of doctors. 

 

Is this “racism” as suggested by Parmegiani?  Perhaps, though I 

believe it to be unintentional. 

 

Is this “social engineering”?  Absolutely. 
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The problem is that the interview is hardly unexpected and nor 

are the selection criteria.  The interview process may well work 

for a cohort of “naïve” applicants but the reality, however, is 

somewhat different.  Prospective students more often than not 

have been “coached” and “trained” for the interview.  

“Confidence” and good performance in a career changing 

interview is hardly a measure of being a virtuous doctor.  

Furthermore, interviewers are notoriously bad at detecting lies 

or exaggerations. 

 

States Parmegiani: 

 

“The interview will not identify altruistic, 
kind and empathic doctors.  The most 
successful candidates won’t turn into the 
über-doctors expected by selectors.  Who 
looks calm while playing Russian 
Roulette?  Successful students might just 
be a tad more psychopathic, manipulative 
and intent on recouping their 
investments”. 

 

The meritocratic system undoubtedly selects out the obsessively 

academic, schizoid and potentially immature individual as 

medical students.  However, the rigor of the medical training 

program selects out those unsuited for clinical practice.  Most 

have the capacity for the academic intensity, but those who lack 

the necessary social skills and are unable to develop them will 

usually leave the medical program.  Although one of the aims of 

the interview based system is to promote “variety” in the people 

who train in medicine, I do not believe that this is borne out, 
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except in the post-graduate medical programs.  My experience 

is that those who are selected through the meritocratic system 

are in fact more diverse in their opinions and views when 

graduated and practicing medicine. 

 

That is not to say that medical graduates or medical students 

selected on an interview based system are in any way inept or 

incompetent.  Most are excellent doctors or are well on the way 

to becoming one.  Nevertheless, there is a question of fairness 

and equity.  In Australia, there are far more people with the 

aptitude of being a good doctor who want to become one, than 

there are available training positions (or fundamentally, the 

economic and service need). 

 

Meritocracy is the great leveller.  The arbiter is academic ability.  

Even if society deals a candidate a favourable hand, the judge is 

still talent, effort, dedication and ability.  Like it or not, the 

social engineering in the interview system selects out the less 

academically able, the socially advantaged, the coached, and the 

psychopathic. 

 

A historical analogy from Parmegiani: 

 

“…in 1905, Harvard adopted admission 
criteria based on merit.  By 1922, the 
number of Jews began to rise 
dramatically, making up more than 20 
per cent of Harvard’s freshman class.  
Jews were thought to be insular, sickly, 
and unsuitable.  In addition, they 
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displaced the sons of wealthy Anglo-
Saxon alumni, a development that 
threatened donations.  The Ivy League 
(Harvard, Yale, and Princeton) responded 
to the meritocracy crisis by changing the 
definition of merit … “Candidates had to 
provide personal essays, demonstrating 
their aptitude for leadership, and list their 
extracurricular activities.”  This sounds 
familiar.  The proportion of Jewish 
students fell rapidly by 1933.” 

 

I am uncertain as to when or if the selection process into 

medical schools in Australia will change.  I am somewhat 

enthused by the publication of the opinion piece by Parmegiani 

so that at least this topic is being raised and hopefully debated.  

My personal opinion, and though this may be a broad brush, is 

that the interview based system was introduced as part of a 

social agenda to engineer a new brand of doctor who would fit a 

certain idealised mould.  Though conceivably not without merit 

in its philosophy, its implementation and outcome should be 

cause for alarm. 

 

Source article 
Parmegiani, J.  Medical Schools and the Meritocracy Crisis.  The NSW Doctor, May 2006, p.10-

11 
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High Court rules against “wrongful life” cases 

Wednesday, May 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/high-court-rules-against-wrongful-life.html 

 

“Wrongful life” has been a 

contentious and difficult 

medico-legal issue.  The term 

refers to mounting a case of 

negligence by those people who 

claim that they should not have 

been born. 

 

The ruling by the High Court of 

Australia is against two specific 

cases; that of a severely disabled 25-year-old woman with 

congenital rubella and a young IVF baby with brain damage 

and cerebral palsy after suffering a cerebral bleed from an 

inherited clotting disorder.  Both cases have previously gone 

through the NSW Supreme Court and The Court of Appeal 

unsuccessfully. 

 

In the judgement, states Justice Susan Crennan: 

 

“There is no present field of human 
learning or discourse, including 
philosophy and theology, which would 
allow a person experiential access to non-
existence, whether it is called pre-
existence or afterlife… 
  

 
Wrongful life vs. non-existence 
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There is no practical possibility of a court 
(or jury) ever apprehending or 
evaluating, or receiving proof of, the 
actual loss or damage as claimed by the 
appellant.  It cannot be determined in 
what sense Alexia Harriton’s life with 
disabilities represents a loss, deprivation 
or detriment compared with non-
existence.” 

 

In my humble opinion, this is a key finding.  You cannot be 

harmed from “non-existence” in being given life. 

 

This is all very existential but I think to be a satisfactory 

outcome.  With this ruling, I hope that the concept of “wrongful 

life” is finally thrown out the window. 

 

Source article 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/two-lose-wrongful-life-

case/2006/05/09/1146940517772.html 

Two lose wrongful life case 

May 9, 2006 – 12:00PM 

 

The High Court today ruled against two severely disabled people who 

claimed they should not have been born. 

 

In what’s been termed a case of “wrongful life,” the judges found the pair did 

not have a right to mount a case for negligence against their mothers’ 

doctors. 

 

The case was launched by two disabled people, Sydney woman Alexia 

Harriton, 25, and Keeden Waller, five. 
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Ms Harriton was born deaf, blind, physically and mentally disabled and was 

not expected to live more than six months.  She needs 24-hour care. 

 

She claimed Dr Paul Stephens negligently failed to diagnose the disease 

rubella early in her mother Olga’s pregnancy and did not advise there was a 

very high risk of having a child with congenital abnormalities. 

 

Olga Harriton says that she would have terminated the pregnancy had she 

received proper advice. 

 

Keeden, an IVF baby, through his parents also claimed wrongful life after 

inheriting the clotting disorder AT3 from his father. 

 

He was born with brain damage, suffers from cerebral palsy, has 

uncontrolled seizures and requires constant care.  Had the Wallers known of 

this risk, they say they would have deferred IVF until such time that safe 

methods were available or terminated the pregnancy. 

 

In the NSW Supreme Court, Justice Timothy Studdert dismissed both 

damages claims, holding they had no cause of action.  The Court of Appeal, 

by majority, also dismissed each appeal. 

 

The action on behalf of Alexia and Keeden then turned to the High Court. 

 

By a six to one majority, the High Court judges today dismissed each appeal, 

ruling that a cause of action in negligence required each to show damage had 

been suffered and the doctors had a duty of care to avoid that damage. 

 

They found no legally recognisable damage – loss, deprivation or detriment 

caused by an alleged breach of duty – could be shown. 

 

The judges held that comparing a life with non-existence for the purposes of 

proving actual damage was impossible as it could not be determined that the 
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children’s lives represented a loss, deprivation or detriment, compared with 

non-existence. 

 

In the lead judgment, Justice Susan Crennan said physical damage such as a 

broken leg was within the common experience of judges who had no 

difficulty assessing the claimed loss. 

 

But it was altogether more difficult when the assessment had to be made 

between present disability and non-existence. 

 

“There is no present field of human learning or discourse, including 

philosophy and theology, which would allow a person experiential access to 

non-existence, whether it is called pre-existence or afterlife,” she said. 

 

“There is no practical possibility of a court (or jury) ever apprehending or 

evaluating, or receiving proof of, the actual loss or damage as claimed by the 

appellant.  It cannot be determined in what sense Alexia Harriton’s life with 

disabilities represents a loss, deprivation or detriment compared with non-

existence.” 

 

Justice Michael Kirby, the sole dissenting voice, said denying the existence 

of wrongful life actions erected an immunity around health care providers 

whose negligence resulted in a child, who would not otherwise have existed, 

being born into a life of suffering. 

 

“The law should not approve a course which would afford such an immunity 

and which would offer no legal deterrent to professional carelessness or even 

professional irresponsibility,” he said. 
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Guantanamo – symbol of injustice 

Thursday, May 11, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/guantanamo-symbol-of-injustice.html 

 

In the past 18 months, I 

have written several 

articles on the 

Guantanamo Bay camp, 

where close to 500 

detainees still remain 

incarcerated.  In my 

opinion, those in 

detention have been 

withheld their rights 

under international law.  

In other words, 

Guantanamo Bay 

represents a continuing 

flagrant suspension of 

the laws and ethical norms of Western civil society by the 

United States. 

 

Unlike Australia’s sycophantic deference to the US, the United 

Kingdom has maintained a consistent opposition to 

Guantanamo.  Yesterday, the UK Attorney General, Lord 

Goldsmith gave the strongest condemnation yet.  In a speech to 

the Royal United Services Institute, he says: 

 

 
Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice 

everywhere. 
– Martin Luther King Jr., 

Letter from Birmingham Jail, 
April 16, 1963 
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“It is time, in my view, that it should close.  
Not only would it, in my personal opinion, 
be right to close Guantanamo as a matter 
of principle, I believe it would also help to 
remove what has become a symbol to 
many – right or wrong – of injustice. 
 
The historic tradition of the United States 
as a beacon of freedom, liberty and of 
justice deserves the removal of this 
symbol.” 

 

He goes further: 

 

“…there are certain principles on which 
there can be no compromise.  Fair trial is 
one of those – which is the reason we in 
the UK were unable to accept that the US 
military tribunals proposed for those 
detained at Guantanamo Bay offered 
sufficient guarantees of a fair trial in 
accordance with international 
standards.” 

 

This was the justification for the extrication of all British 

detainees from Guantanamo Bay. 

 

The United States is still holding an Australian, David Hicks in 

detention.  He has been dubbed an “enemy combatant” and 

thus denied the rights afforded to him under the Geneva 

Conventions.  Hicks has been held in custody since his capture 

in late 2001, and held at Guantanamo Bay since early 2002.  

The preposterous reality is that in the past four and a half years, 

the United States has been unable to produce enough evidence 
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to mount a case against Hicks in even a biased “military 

tribunal”, tribunals that the UK is “unable to accept”. 

 

The best that the United States can come up with as per 

recently parroted by White House spokesman Sean McCormack 

is, “but the fact of the matter is that the people there are 

dangerous people.”  If they are so dangerous, then why can they 

not be brought to a fair trial and charged with their crimes? 

 

In September 2004, barrister Lex Lasry QC, the only 

independent Australian lawyer present to observe the initial 

hearing for Hicks at Guantanamo made a conclusion that was 

even more powerful than the recent words of the British 

Attorney General.  Rather than that a fair trial could not be 

“guaranteed”, he stated that: 

 

“…it would be virtually impossible for … 
Hicks to receive a fair trial under the 
current arrangements.” 

 

Despite acknowledgement by the Prime Minster of “concerns” 

about the US military tribunal process, the action (or rather 

lack of) by the Australian government when compared to the 

British is stark indeed.  One of the justifications used by 

Howard against the repatriation of Hicks was: 

 

“If they [David Hicks and Mamdouh 
Habib] are brought back to Australia, 
they go free because there is no crime 
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under Australian law with which they can 
be charged.” 

 

On consideration, surely this is a reason to bring Hicks back to 

Australia (Habib was released without charge after a three year 

detention in January 2005).  As per the Prime Minister, under 

Australian law, David Hicks has not committed a crime and 

would be a free man.  Despite this, the Howard Government is 

willing to let an Australia citizen be held indefinitely and be 

processed through a military tribunal that has been denounced 

by the majority of Western nations. 

 

Howard and his government is worthy of the contempt and 

disgust of all Australians over this issue. 

 

Source articles 
BBC: UK calls for Guantanamo closure 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/4759317.stm 

 
BBC: Full text of Lord Goldsmith's speech 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/politics/4760031.stm 

 
The Sydney Morning Herald: Bringing Hicks home 'impossible', says Howard 

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2004/09/15/1095221655341.html 
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Creationism is superstitious paganism – 

Vatican’s astronomer 

Sunday, May 14, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/creationism-is-superstitious-paganism.html 

 

Brother Guy Consolmagno, the Vatican’s astronomer has been a 

staunch supporter of science with the Catholic Church.  He has 

repeatedly affirmed the view that science and religion, insofar 

as the Christian faith are not in conflict.  This ideology has firm 

historical backing.  The Catholic Church does has a rich 

tradition of scientific inquiry, though perhaps this has 

somewhat diminished in recent decades. 

 

The juxtaposition between the views of the Vatican’s 

astronomer and the less moderate voices of the Christian right 

is particularly striking.  Consolmagno denounces creationism as 

a “kind of paganism”, while the Christian fundamentalists in 

the United States will claim the literal word of Genesis. 

  

States Consolmagno: 

 

“Knowledge is dangerous, but so is 
ignorance.  That’s why science and 
religion need to talk to each other…  
Religion needs science to keep it away 
from superstition and keep it close to 
reality, to protect it from creationism, 
which at the end of the day is a kind of 
paganism – it’s turning God into a nature 
god.” 
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Perhaps these so called Christians should take heed of the 

teachings of their spiritual leaders. 

 

I am an atheist and I do not believe in the Christian god.  

Nevertheless, Brother Consolmagno is proof that one can be 

both a scientist and being a devout religious devotee; and 

without the perversion of scientific knowledge like championing 

foolish notions like “Intelligent Design”. 

 

It should be widely acclaimed by scientists and clergy that 

“Intelligent Design” is bad science and bad theology. 

 

Source article 
The Scotsman: http://news.scotsman.com/international.cfm?id=674042006 

Creationism dismissed as ‘a kind of paganism’ by Vatican’s 

astronomer 

IAN JOHNSTON 

 

BELIEVING that God created the universe in six days is a form of 

superstitious paganism, the Vatican astronomer Guy Consolmagno claimed 

yesterday. 

 

Brother Consolmagno, who works in a Vatican observatory in Arizona and as 

curator of the Vatican meteorite collection in Italy, said a “destructive myth” 

had developed in modern society that religion and science were competing 

ideologies. 

 

He described creationism, whose supporters want it taught in schools 

alongside evolution, as a “kind of paganism” because it harked back to the 

days of “nature gods” who were responsible for natural events. 
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Brother Consolmagno argued that the Christian God was a supernatural one, 

a belief that had led the clergy in the past to become involved in science to 

seek natural reasons for phenomena such as thunder and lightning, which 

had been previously attributed to vengeful gods.  “Knowledge is dangerous, 

but so is ignorance.  That’s why science and religion need to talk to each 

other,” he said. 

 

“Religion needs science to keep it away from superstition and keep it close to 

reality, to protect it from creationism, which at the end of the day is a kind of 

paganism – it’s turning God into a nature god.  And science needs religion in 

order to have a conscience, to know that, just because something is possible, 

it may not be a good thing to do.” 

 

Brother Consolmagno, who was due to give a speech at the Glasgow Science 

Centre last night, entitled “Why the Pope has an Astronomer”, said the idea 

of papal infallibility had been a “PR disaster”.  What it actually meant was 

that, on matters of faith, followers should accept “somebody has got to be 

the boss, the final authority”. 

 

“It’s not like he has a magic power, that God whispers the truth in his ear,” 

he said. 
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A glass of shiraz for my ear 

Tuesday, May 16, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/glass-of-shiraz-for-my-ear.html 

 

Researchers at the University of 

Michigan Medical School have 

proposed that antioxidants may 

help delay the onset of age-

related deafness, reports New 

Scientist magazine. 

 

Anti-oxidants in wine and tea 

have been purported offer much 

in terms of health benefits.  A 

glass of red wine a day reduces 

the risk of heart attack and strokes.  Green tea apparently 

reduces the risk of some types of cancers.  Aspirin, both an anti-

inflammatory and anti-oxidant has many beneficial effects. 

 

Schacht of the University of Michigan recently presented his 

results on a study on the use of aspirin in reducing the risk of 

hearing loss while using the antibiotic gentamicin for acute ear 

infections.  His results seemed very promising with a large 

benefit of aspirin over placebo. 

 

It must be acknowledged that in most settings, the benefits of 

supplemental anti-oxidants are highly suspect with weak 

evidence.  Nevertheless, I am in favour of simply changing to a 
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diet that has more anti-oxidants in food; red wine, fresh fruits 

and vegetables, dark chocolate.  Even if it has no specific benefit 

from an “anti-oxidant” point of view, it is still a healthy and 

enjoyable diet. 

 

Source article 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn9157 

Red wine may fight deafness 

 14:00 14 May 2006 

 From New Scientist Print Edition. 

 Andy Coghlan 

 

MODERATE consumption of red wine or aspirin may delay the onset of age-

related deafness and reduce hearing loss caused by loud noise and some 

antibiotics. 

 

The delicate hairs of the inner ear which are vital for hearing can be 

damaged by the oxygen free radicals produced by normal cellular processes 

throughout life and in response to loud noise and exposure to antibiotics.  

Antioxidants such as resveratrol, which is found in red wine and green tea, 

or salicylate, the active ingredient of aspirin, help to neutralise these free 

radicals, so might be expected to protect against some of this damage. 

 

To test this, Jochen Schacht of the University of Michigan Medical School in 

Ann Arbor and his colleagues used salicylate to try and prevent damage to 

the hair cells in patients’ ears caused by the powerful antibiotic gentamicin.  

Ironically, gentamicin is often used to treat severe, acute ear infections, 

although it can damage hair cells in the process.  Hearing loss affected just 3 

per cent of patients who were given gentamicin plus aspirin for acute ear 

infections compared with 13 per cent treated with gentamicin plus a placebo.  

“That’s a 75 per cent reduction in toxicity to the ear,” says Schacht, who 
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presented his results at an ear conference at University College London last 

week. 

 

At the same meeting, Matti Anniko of Uppsala University Hospital in 

Sweden presented results which suggested that an ear condition called 

Ménière’s disease could be treated with a cocktail of three antioxidants: 

rebamipide, vitamin C and glutathione.  Ménière’s disease causes vertigo, 

nausea and balance problems and is linked with oxidative damage to hair 

cells in the ear.  Symptoms improved in people recently diagnosed with the 

disease after they had been taking the cocktail for up to six months, 

suggesting that the antioxidants were limiting further damage.  The 

treatment didn’t work as well on patients who’d had the condition for many 

years, however.  The antioxidant cocktail is now being tested in four larger 

trials in which half the patients receive placebos. 

 

Schacht says that there is no direct evidence that consuming more dietary 

antioxidants – by drinking moderate amounts of red wine, for example – 

prevents hearing loss in humans.  However, rats kept on restricted diets had 

less age-related hearing loss than rats on normal diets.  Since restricting 

food intake is known to reduce oxidative damage to cells and tissues, this 

hinted that a similar effect could be achieved by including more antioxidant-

rich foods in the diet.  “I wouldn’t say it is proof for antioxidants,” says 

Schacht.  “The jury’s still out on that, but it certainly can’t hurt to increase 

the amount of green vegetables, red wine or green tea that you consume.” 
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Howard blames Hicks for detention without 

trial 

Friday, May 19, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/howard-blames-hicks-for-detention.html 

 

Earlier this month I argued that Guantanamo Bay was both a 

symbol and actuality of injustice in the Western world.  To this 

point, though it has been a steadfast partner in the “coalition of 

the willing”, the United Kingdom concurs and has extricated all 

British citizens from this “gulag”. 

 

International consensus includes most governments of Western 

nations, the United Nations, and NGOs such as the Red Cross. 

 

Indeed, there is much criticism of the legality of the camp 

within the legal and judicial fraternity within the United States. 

 

Our illustrious Prime Minister John Howard, however, has 

been unwavering in his support for American foreign policy.  In 

an incredibly narrow minded attack on Hicks, he puts the 

blame of being held without trial on Hicks himself.  He states: 

 

“The circumstance delaying his trial by 
military commission is a legal action in 
the American courts…  Until that is 
resolved the military commission trial 
can’t go ahead…  We do not want him to 
come back to Australia until he’s been 
tried before the military commission.” 
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Howard’s argument is that Hicks is responsible for his own 

continued detention as he does not want to go through a biased 

show trial, one that has been condemned internationally as 

fundamentally lacking in fairness. 

 

States Hicks’ excellent military lawyer, Major Michael Mori: 

 

“If the military commission process was 
fair as [Mr Howard] likes to say it is, then 
the US courts would not entertain any 
legal challenges.” 

 

There is a difference between a friend and a toady.  I believe 

that Australia is a friend to the United States.  Real friends, 

however, should stop each other from committing atrocities.  

John Howard is morally bankrupt, a toady lapping at the 

reflected glory of the power of the United States. 

 

Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/hicks-blamed-for-jail-

woes/2006/05/16/1147545326592.html 

Hicks blamed for jail woes 

May 17, 2006 

 

DAVID HICKS has only himself to blame for languishing without trial at 

Guantanamo Bay, the Prime Minister, John Howard, said. 

 

After his meeting on Monday with the US Defence Secretary, Donald 

Rumsfeld, Mr Howard said that if Hicks and his lawyers had not used the US 

civilian courts to challenge his trial by military commission the Australian 

would have been tried by now. 
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“The circumstance delaying his trial by military commission is a legal action 

in the American courts …  Until that is resolved the military commission 

trial can’t go ahead,” Mr Howard said. “We do not want him to come back to 

Australia until he’s been tried before the military commission.” 

 

Hicks’s military lawyer, Major Michael Mori, said: “If the military 

commission process was fair as [Mr Howard] likes to say it is, then the US 

courts would not entertain any legal challenges.” 

 

Phillip Coorey 
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The failure of empire 

Thursday, May 25, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/failure-of-empire.html 

 

Throughout history, only a 

select number of nations have 

had the overarching power 

militarily and economically on 

such a scale to be considered a 

global empire.  The Roman 

Empire comes to mind, as does 

the more recent British Empire.  

Economic and social dominance 

is perhaps more important than 

military might for an enduring 

empire.  Though, the classical 

Greeks under Alexander and 

the Mongols under Genghis Khan conquered vast territory and 

had a lasting legacy in history, did not form a “stable” empire 

beyond their creators or their immediate descendents. 

 

The United States of America, the one “superpower” left in the 

modern world is arguably the current global empire.  Its 

political will shape the landscape of world affairs.  Its military 

might (on almost any metric) dwarfs its closest rivals.  Cultural 

dominance is pervasive internationally.  Economically, it is the 

single largest market in the world.  The United States (rightly or 

wrongly) is unashamed as the global policeman.  Its foreign 

 
Empires fail from hubris and 

decadence 
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policy goal of attaining American hegemony is accepted 

(begrudgingly) as a political norm. 

 

It is then perhaps interesting to highlight certain 

inconsistencies in the American empire.  Many Americans that 

I have met are comfortable, if not smug in the belief that they 

live in the “best” nation of the world.  Indeed, many are shocked 

that non-Americans do not think so.  This “incomprehensible” 

blow is manifest throughout American news media.  It is 

represented by denouncements of “anti-Americanism” in 

Europe. 

 

This may all be true if the United States really is the “best” 

nation on Earth.  It is established that the political, military, 

economic and culture dominance of the United States is real in 

the international sphere.  What cost has this had on America 

itself?  Interestingly, the United States fails in virtually all 

domestic metrics. 

 

Education 

 The United States is 49th in the world in literacy (the 

New York Times, Dec. 12, 2004). 

 The United States ranked 28th out of 40 countries in 

mathematical literacy (NYT, Dec. 12, 2004). 

 20% of Americans think the sun orbits the earth and 17% 

believe the earth revolves around the sun once a day 

(The Week, Jan. 7, 2005).  That is, about 2 in 5 don’t 

know primary school level science. 
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 The International Adult Literacy Survey found that 

Americans with less than nine years of education ‘score 

worse than virtually all of the other countries’ (The 

European Dream: How Europe’s Vision of the Future Is 

Quietly Eclipsing the American Dream, p.78 by Jeremy 

Rifkin). 

 The European Union leads the U.S. in the number of 

science and engineering graduates, public research and 

development (R&D) expenditures, and new capital 

raised. 

 Europe surpassed the United States in the mid-1990s as 

the largest producer of scientific literature. 

 

Health 

 The World Health Organization “ranked the countries of 

the world in terms of overall health performance” and 

the U.S. 37th.  In the “fairness of health care”, the U.S. 

was 54th. 

 The United States spends more per capita for health care 

than any other nation in the world. 

 The U.S. and South Africa are the only two developed 

countries in the world that do not provide health care for 

all their citizens. 

 Lack of health insurance coverage causes 18,000 

unnecessary American deaths a year (NYT, Jan. 12, 

2005). 

 U.S. childhood poverty ranks 22nd, or second to last, 

among the developed nations. 
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 The United States is 41st in the world in infant mortality.  

Cuba scores higher (NYT, Jan. 12, 2005). 

 Women are 70% more likely to die in childbirth in 

America than in Europe (NYT, Jan. 12, 2005). 

 

Industry 

 Sixty-one of the 140 biggest companies on the Global 

Fortune 500 rankings are European, while only 50 are 

U.S. companies. 

 Fourteen of the 20 largest commercial banks in the 

world today are European. 

 In engineering and construction, three of the top five 

companies are European.  The two others are Japanese.  

Not a single American engineering and construction 

company is included among the world’s top nine 

competitors. 

 In food and consumer products, Nestlé and Unilever, 

two European giants, rank first and second, respectively, 

in the world. 

 In the food and drugstore retail trade, two European 

companies are first and second. 

 

Trade 

 Japan, China, Taiwan, and South Korea hold 40 percent 

of our government debt. 

 Sometime in the next 10 years Brazil will probably pass 

the U.S. as the world’s largest agricultural producer. 
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 As of June 2005, the U.S. imported more food than it 

exported (NYT, Dec. 12, 2004). 

 

Domestic politics 

 Voter participation rate around 50%, one of the lowest 

rates in the developed world.  Western Europe average is 

77%. 

 

The pursuit of the American “empire” has failed ordinary 

Americans in terms of domestic development and progress.  

One would rightly assume that American dominance in the 

world stage would push domestic measures to world best (if not 

near best).  Nevertheless, this is clearly not the case and 

domestic American ignorance to the contrary is a well cultured 

delusion by the U.S. Administration and compliant domestic 

news media. 

 

Source article 
Minneapolis/St. Paul City Pages: America by the numbers – No. 1? 

http://www.citypages.com/databank/26/1264/article12985.asp 
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Human to human bird flu in Indonesia? 

Saturday, May 27, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/human-to-human-bird-flu-in-indonesia.html 

 

So far, the H5N1 avian 

influenza virus has killed 

only a limited number of 

people.  Transmission 

remains within those 

who have had close and 

prolonged contact with 

infected birds. 

 

However, in the past 

week, it has been 

reported that there has 

been seven fatal human cases of bird flu within the same family 

with a family member as a suspected eighth case.  The recent 

deaths occurred in Sumatra, Indonesia.  The World Health 

Organisation has reported that there was no sign of diseased 

poultry in the immediate area. 

 

In such a circumstance, human to human transmission must be 

suspected though from reports it does not seem that an 

outbreak beyond the known victims has occurred.  Will 

Sumatra be “ground zero” for pandemic human influenza? 

 

Source article 

 
Sumatra, Indonesia 
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New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn9216 

Bird flu may have passed between family members 

 15:48 24 May 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 NewScientist.com Staff and AFP 

 

Limited human-to-human transmission of bird flu may have occurred in an 

Indonesian family which lost seven members to the virus.  But there is no 

evidence that it had mutated into an easily transmissible form, the World 

Health Organization said on Wednesday. 

 

The seven fatal cases in north Sumatra – the largest human cluster of 

infections in Indonesia – caused heightened fears that the H5N1 virus had 

passed between people.  An eighth family member is also thought to have 

the disease.  Human cases of bird flu have, in almost every case, resulted 

from close human contact with an infected bird. 

 

These cases brought Indonesia's bird flu death toll to 32.  A WHO 

spokesman said there was no sign of diseased poultry in the immediate area.  

Although human-to-human transmission could not be ruled out, the search 

for a possible alternative source of exposure continues, the WHO reports. 

 

"All confirmed cases in the cluster can be directly linked to close and 

prolonged exposure to a patient during a phase of severe illness," the WHO 

said in a statement on its website. 

 

"To date, the investigation has found no evidence of spread within the 

general community and no evidence that efficient human-to-human 

transmission has occurred." 

 

Other clusters 

The WHO said genetic sequencing revealed no evidence of significant 

mutations in the virus.  Scientists fear a global pandemic if the virus mutates 

and becomes easily transmissible between humans. 
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There have been other cluster cases of the disease, including one in Thailand 

in 2004, but they have always involved fewer people. 

 

More than 120 people worldwide have died from bird flu since it re-emerged 

as a threat in 2003 – most of them in Asia. 

 

Indonesia has had more human bird flu deaths than any other country this 

year, and the world's second highest number of fatalities since 2003, after 

Vietnam. 
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Signing statements – a most undemocratic 

tool 

Saturday, May 27, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/signing-statements-most-undemocratic.html 

 

U.S. President George W 

Bush is famous for not 

using his power of veto 

on new legislation passed 

by the American 

Congress.  Though this is 

often glibly interpreted 

by his supporters as 

proof of his non-interference with the running of government, 

the truth is rather more sinister. 

 

Rather than using the power of veto to openly oppose new 

legislation, Bush has issued “signing statements” on more than 

750 new laws since taking office in 2001.  Signing statements 

have been used by American presidents to add their own 

thoughts to the legislation when they don’t feel inclined to veto.  

However, Bush has used signing statements in such a fashion 

that effectively nullifies legislation that he disagrees with – and 

he has done so on a wide swath of legislation.  Bush has in an 

underhand manner vastly expanded the boundaries of 

“executive power” taking both the powers law maker and the 

interpretation of law.  To this end, Bush has issued more 

 
The “razor wire” of democratic law 
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signing statements than all previous presidents; in fact, more 

than many combined. 

 

Particularly obscene examples of his signing statements (from 

The Boston Globe): 

 

March 9: Justice Department officials must give 
reports to Congress by certain dates on how the 
FBI is using the USA Patriot Act to search homes 
and secretly seize papers. 
 
Bush’s signing statement: The president can order 
Justice Department officials to withhold any 
information from Congress if he decides it could 
impair national security or executive branch 
operations. 
 
Dec. 30, 2005: US interrogators cannot torture 
prisoners or otherwise subject them to cruel, 
inhuman, and degrading treatment. 
 
Bush’s signing statement: The president, as 
commander in chief, can waive the torture ban if 
he decides that harsh interrogation techniques 
will assist in preventing terrorist attacks. 
 
Dec. 30: When requested, scientific information 
“prepared by government researchers and 
scientists shall be transmitted [to Congress] 
uncensored and without delay.” 
 
Bush’s signing statement: The president can tell 
researchers to withhold any information from 
Congress if he decides its disclosure could impair 
foreign relations, national security, or the 
workings of the executive branch. 
 
Dec. 23, 2004: Forbids US troops in Colombia 
from participating in any combat against rebels, 
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except in cases of self-defense.  Caps the number 
of US troops allowed in Colombia at 800. 
 
Bush’s signing statement: Only the president, as 
commander in chief, can place restrictions on the 
use of US armed forces, so the executive branch 
will construe the law “as advisory in nature.” 
 
Oct. 29: Defense Department personnel are 
prohibited from interfering with the ability of 
military lawyers to give independent legal advice 
to their commanders. 
 
Bush’s signing statement: All military attorneys 
are bound to follow legal conclusions reached by 
the administration’s lawyers in the Justice 
Department and the Pentagon when giving advice 
to their commanders. 
 
Aug. 5: The military cannot add to its files any 
illegally gathered intelligence, including 
information obtained about Americans in 
violation of the Fourth Amendment’s protection 
against unreasonable searches. 
 
Bush’s signing statement: Only the president, as 
commander in chief, can tell the military whether 
or not it can use any specific piece of intelligence. 
 
Nov. 5, 2002: Creates an Institute of Education 
Sciences whose director may conduct and publish 
research “without the approval of the secretary [of 
education] or any other office of the department.” 
 
Bush’s signing statement: The president has the 
power to control the actions of all executive 
branch officials, so “the director of the Institute of 
Education Sciences shall [be] subject to the 
supervision and direction of the secretary of 
education.” 
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The pattern of Bush’s subversion of legislation is clear and 

distinct.  The security agencies and the military are given leave 

of their obligations of disclosure to Congress (i.e., the elected 

representative of the people) on Bush’s will – i.e., formation of 

a secret police.  Bush’s statement that his government “did not 

torture” has an unuttered proviso of “unless directed by me” 

and then no one can report it afterwards.  Time and time again, 

independence and transparency are stripped away with power 

directed towards the presidency. 

 

Source article 
The Boston Globe: Examples of the president’s signing statements 

http://www.boston.com/news/nation/articles/2006/04/30/examples_of_the_presidents_sig

ning_statements/ 
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Immigration department – the dog of politics 

Monday, May 29, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/05/immigration-department-dog-of-politics.html 

 

The Australian Department of Immigration has become our 

own national “symbol of injustice” under the Howard 

Government.  In the past decade, it has become a politicised 

tool executing the dogma of the Coalition parties. 

 

Under this government, some of the worst examples of political 

opportunism and deceit have involved the Department of 

Immigration. 

 

“Children overboard” scandal 

The Howard Government demonised asylum seekers claiming 

that they had thrown their children overboard in a “tough 

stance” on illegal immigration and border security.  This had 

not occurred.  The Navy further denied ever giving intelligence 

to the Government that children had been thrown overboard 

exposing the politically convenient fabrication by Howard and 

his senior ministers. 

 

The “Tampa” case 

The highly accoladed Arne Rinnan, captain of the Norwegian 

ship, the MV Tampa rescued approximately 450 asylum seekers 

from a leaking boat approximately 75 miles from Christmas 

Island.  As many of the asylum seekers were sick, he headed 

towards Christmas Island which was the closest port.  The 
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Tampa was ordered to stop a few miles off Christmas Island.  

The port was closed and the Tampa boarded by the SAS (an 

elite army unit).  This “get tough” platform appealed to right 

wing popularism in the electorate of the time and won Howard 

the 2001 election. 

 

“The government’s handling of the Tampa 
“crisis” was a triumph of electoral 
cynicism over humanitarian need.”  [Julian 
Burnside] 

 

The “Cornelia Rau” scandal 

A mentally unwell Australian citizen (with psychosis) was kept 

for two years in the Baxter Detention Centre (for illegal 

immigrants), denied routine psychiatric care while the 

Department of Immigration tried to deport her to Germany.  

Even trivial investigation into her case would have revealed her 

true identity. 

 

The “Vivian Solon” scandal 

Another Australian citizen who was seriously unwell after a 

motor vehicle accident where she suffered spinal and brain 

injuries was deported to the Philippines.  After the Department 

of Immigration realised its mistake, it tried to cover up the fact. 

 

 

Now, a new entry to that list is the case of Ahmed Aziz Rafiq, an 

Adelaide supermarket worker who was wrongfully imprisoned 

by the U.S. forces in the infamous Abu Ghraib prison for 18 
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months – eventually released without charge.  Rafiq had 

returned to Iraq to find a bride in 2004.  Since his release, Rafiq 

has been unable to return to Australia as the Department of 

Immigration has yet to issue his wife with a visa!  Somehow, the 

assurance from an Immigration spokesman that “every effort to 

finalise this application as quickly as possible” was being made 

seems hollow. 

 

Source articles 
Project Safecom: The Unthrown Kids 

http://www.safecom.org.au/kids-overboard.htm 

 
Julian Burnside.  Refugees: The Tampa Case 

http://www.users.bigpond.com/burnside/tampa.htm 

 
The Sydney Morning Herald: Cornelia Rau: the verdict 

http://www.smh.com.au/news/national/cornelia-rau-the-

verdict/2005/07/17/1121538868891.html 

 
The Sydney Morning Herald: A culture of denial 

http://www.smh.com.au/news/editorial/a-culture-of-

denial/2005/08/22/1124562800507.html 

 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/immigration-delay-

leaves-abu-ghraib-prisoner-in-limbo/2006/05/23/1148150255159.html 

Immigration delay leaves Abu Ghraib prisoner in limbo 

May 24, 2006 

 

AN AUSTRALIAN wrongfully detained in Iraq’s notorious Abu Ghraib 

prison for more than 18 months without charge has been unable to return 

home because the Immigration Department has not given his wife a visa. 
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Ahmed Aziz Rafiq, an Adelaide supermarket worker, had just married his 

wife, Sarab, in Iraq when he was arrested by the US military in February 

2004. 

 

A year later, the US promised to release him but it withdrew the offer, saying 

it wanted to gather more information.  He was not freed until last October 

after an Iraqi court found there was no evidence to prosecute him. 

 

Mr Rafiq, who fled Saddam Hussein’s regime for Australia in 1999, 

maintains he had just been in Iraq to find a bride. 

 

Upon his release, the Australian embassy in Baghdad told him it could not 

issue a visa for his wife.  He is believed to be living in another Middle East 

country awaiting the visa. 

 

Mr Rafiq’s cousin, Sameer Saaid, said Mr Rafiq was still traumatised by his 

experience, which came at the height of Abu Ghraib prisoner abuse scandal.  

“Given what he has been through, you would have thought they would have 

made a bigger effort to get his wife a visa,” he told the Herald. 

 

A spokesman for the Immigration Department insisted it was making “every 

effort to finalise this application as quickly as possible”.  He said Mr Rafiq 

was free to return home without his wife, if he chose.  Mr Rafiq’s lawyer, 

Stephen Kenny, said this was not an option: “He’s clearly very nervous about 

leaving [Sarab] in Iraq, and understandably so.” 

 

Tom Allard 
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American-style democracy revisited 

Tuesday, June 06, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/american-style-democracy-revisited.html 

 

In April 2006, I wrote a 

damning article on the state of 

the American democracy.  For a 

nation that purports “exporting 

democracy” as part of its foreign 

policy platform, the democratic 

process within the domestic 

United States seems rather 

lacking. 

 

As part of that article, I 

compared the election of Bush 

(2000) to the election of Iranian President, Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad (2005).  Though the Iranian elections were hardly 

“fair” by Western standards, they compare in a surprisingly 

favourable manner to the Bush vs. Gore election.  At the end of 

the day, the Iranian election of 2005 had a much higher 

participation rate, and Ahmadinejad won by a decisive 

majority.  Bush, even ignoring the claims of procedural biases 

(if not outright electoral fraud) was not a “popularly elected” 

leader as Gore actually won more votes. 

 

Earlier this month, Rolling Stone Magazine published a well 

researched political piece, “Was the 2004 Election Stolen?” by 

 
Democracy Lost 
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Robert F Kennedy Jr (son of the famous “Bobby Kennedy”).  

Although the article has been criticised by some commentators, 

there is nonetheless an essentially hitherto uninvestigated core 

of fact that should be ringing alarm bells. 

 

The most pertinent part of Kennedy’s article is the section that 

is most grounded in fact – one that cannot be dismissed as a 

“conspiracy theory”; exit polls. 

 

Exit polls ask voters leaving the voting booth on the decision 

they have just made.  As such, exit polls are the most accurate 

of election predictors.  According to Kennedy’s article (and his 

references), exit polls in Germany in recent elections have 

always been within 0.3% of the actual result.  They are so 

accurate that they have also been used as de facto indicators of 

electoral fraud – used to good effect to expose irregularities in 

the 2003 election in the Republic of Georgia and the Ukrainian 

election in 2004. 

 

The relevant excerpts from Kennedy’s article: 

 

“The first indication that something was gravely 
amiss on November 2nd, 2004, was the 
inexplicable discrepancies between exit polls and 
actual vote counts.  Polls in thirty states weren’t 
just off the mark – they deviated to an extent that 
cannot be accounted for by their margin of error.  
In all but four states, the discrepancy favored 
President Bush… 
 
… the exit poll created for the 2004 election was 
designed to be the most reliable voter survey in 
history…  For its nationwide poll, Edison/Mitofsky 
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selected a random subsample of 12,219 voter – 
approximately six times larger than those normally 
used in national polls – driving the margin of error 
down to approximately plus or minus one percent… 
 
… On the evening of the vote, reporters at each of 
the major networks were briefed by pollsters … 
Kerry … had an insurmountable lead and would 
win by a rout: at least 309 electoral votes to Bush’s 
174, with fifty-five too close to call… 
 
… as the evening progressed, official tallies began 
to show implausible disparities – as much as 9.5 
percent – with the exit polls.  In ten of the eleven 
battleground states, the tallied margins departed 
from what the polls had predicted.  In every case, 
the shift favoured Bush… 
 
… In its official postmortem report issued two 
months after the election, Edison/Mitofsky was 
unable to identify any flaw in its methodology… 
 
… [Steven F.] Freeman [a visiting scholar at the 
University of Pennsylvania who specialises in 
research methodology] found, the greatest 
disparities between exit polls and the official vote 
count came in Republican strongholds.  In 
precincts where Bush received at least eighty 
percent of the vote, the exit polls were off by an 
average of ten percent.  By contrast, in precincts 
where Kerry dominated by eighty percent or more, 
the exit polls were accurate to within three tenths 
of one percent… 
 
… ‘When you look at the numbers, there is a 
tremendous amount of data that supports the 
supposition of election fraud,’ concludes Freeman.  
‘The discrepancies are higher in battleground 
states, higher where there were Republican 
governors, higher in states with greater 
proportions of African-American communities and 
higher in states where there were the most Election 
Day complaints.  All these are strong indicators of 
fraud – and yet this supposition has been utterly 
ignored by the press…’” 

 

The remainder of Kennedy’s article detail how this electoral 

fraud took place.  The criticisms to Kennedy’s article all revolve 
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around picking at side issues that I freely agree that Kennedy 

could be mistaken in.  Nevertheless, the facts remain – there is 

incontrovertible proof that a widespread electoral miscount 

occurred in the US presidential election of 2004 with it 

overwhelmingly favouring Bush.  This evidence was provided 

by the most elaborate and accurate exit poll ever devised.  The 

“true count” would almost certainly have elected John Kerry as 

president. 

 

Bush is an illegitimate president twice over.  More than that, 

the state of the American democracy is in complete disarray.  

What use is the “freedom of the press” when the popular press 

self-censors itself to such a degree? 

 

Source article 
Rolling Stone Magazine: Was the 2004 Election Stolen? 

http://www.rollingstone.com/news/story/10432334/was_the_2004_election_stolen/1 
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Implant gives a magnetic touch 

Saturday, June 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/implant-gives-magnetic-touch.html 

 

Many animals have an 

innate magnetic sense; 

bees, pigeons, sharks, 

turtles.  The magnetic 

sense allows these 

animals to detect the 

alignment of the Earth’s 

magnetic field.  With this 

internal compass, these 

animals are able to travel 

extreme distances from a 

human perspective. 

 

An article recently 

published in Wired describes the exploits of an eclectic group of 

“body-mod artists” and a graduate student with a background 

in neuroscience.  When freaky art meets geeky science, much 

craziness ensures! 

 

Jarrell and Haworth (body-mod artists) and Huffman (the 

graduate student) decided to devise an implant that would give 

Huffman the ability to detect electromagnetic fields.  A small 

rare earth magnet encased in silicone was implanted into the 

fingertip of Huffman’s ring finger. 

 
Freaky, possibly stupid, but cool 
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The result?  Says Huffman: 

 

“I would circle my finger with a strong 
magnet and feel the one in my finger spin.  
In time, bits of my laptop became familiar 
as tingles and buzzes.  Every so often I 
would pass near something and get an 
unexpected vibration.  Live phone pairs on 
the sides of houses sometimes startled 
me.” 

 

Although this is absolutely fascinating from a neuroscience 

point of view, the crazy part is that they couldn’t get someone 

with even an inkling of medical training involved.  The eventual 

failure of the implant is proof.  By using low grade silicone, it 

was eventually broken down by the body.  Infection around the 

implant ensured.  An attempt to extract the implant failed, 

shattering the magnet in the process; though interestingly 

enough, it reassembled in situ leading to a reconstitution of the 

“magnetic sense”. 

 

Although this “fringe” of art and science can barely be called 

either art or science, it is pushes the envelope of human 

experience.  Modern technology has allowed humans to have 

extraordinary sense and abilities.  Laser corrective surgery can 

already regularly deliver better than 6/6 or 20/20 vision.  An 

electromagnetic sense would probably be extremely useful in a 

world dominated by electronic devices. 
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Source article 
Wired News: http://www.wired.com/news/technology/0,71087-0.html 

A Sixth Sense for a Wired World 

By Quinn Norton 

02:00 AM Jun, 07, 2006 

 

What if, seconds before your laptop began stalling, you could feel the hard 

drive spin up under the load?  Or you could tell if an electrical cord was live 

before you touched it?  For the few people who have rare earth magnets 

implanted in their fingers, these are among the reported effects – a finger 

that feels electromagnetic fields along with the normal sense of touch. 

 

It’s been described as a buzzing sensation, a tingling, an oscillation, 

movement, pure stimulation and, in the case of body-modification expert 

Shannon Larrett’s encounter with a too-powerful antitheft gateway at a 

retail store, “Like sticking your hand in an ultrasonic cleaner.” 

 

Body-mod artists Jesse Jarrell and Steve Haworth’s original idea was to 

implant a magnet to carry metal gadgets.  It turns out that doesn’t work: If 

you try to carry something magnetic on your implant regularly, the pinched 

skin between the magnets dies and your body rejects the implant.  But they 

came up with a new application when a mutual friend suffered an accident 

that left a shard of iron in his finger.  He worked with audio equipment, and 

found that he could tell which speakers were magnetized from the sensation 

that passed through his finger at close range. 

 

That gave Jarrell and Haworth a new direction: Could they obtain that effect 

deliberately, extending the sense of touch into a sense of magnetism? 

 

Todd Huffman, a graduate student at Arizona State University with a 

background in neuroscience, joined the project and brainstormed with 

Jarrell and Haworth about how, and where, to best implant a powerful 

magnet.  He helped come up with the most effective design for an implant, 
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and eventually became the first recipient.  “The fingertip was chosen because 

of the high nerve density, and because the hands are constantly interacting 

with the environment, increasing the chances of sensing electromagnetism 

in the world,” Huffman says. 

 

“We chose the ring finger primarily because of its size and relatively low 

importance in gripping action, so there was plenty of room for the implant 

and a lower chance of physically damaging the implant,” Huffman explains. 

Jarrell puts it more bluntly, writing about the procedure in a BMEZine 

article from March: “‘If you had to lose or seriously damage one of your 

fingers, which would it be?’  This was our answer.”  But nobody’s finger fell 

off, and Huffman’s results were better than they’d imagined. 

 

According to Huffman, the magnet works by moving very slightly, or with a 

noticeable oscillation, in response to EM fields.  This stimulates the 

somatosensory receptors in the fingertip, the same nerves that are 

responsible for perceiving pressure, temperature and pain.  Huffman and 

other recipients found they could locate electric stovetops and motors, and 

pick out live electrical cables.  Appliance cords in the United States give off a 

60-Hz field, a sensation with which Huffman has become intimately 

familiar.  “It is a light, rapid buzz,” he says. 

 

I took a trip to Phoenix to have Haworth implant a magnet in me last 

September.  Because body-mod artists are not medical practitioners, ice was 

the only anesthetic available.  My finger was soaked in ice water until it 

began to hurt.  After that, Haworth acted quickly to get as much of the 

implant done as possible while my hand was still numb from the cold. 

 

The initial cut did hurt, but not unbearably. He sliced open my finger with a 

standard scalpel, inserted a tool to make a gap for the magnet, and tried to 

insert the magnet in one nonstop motion.  The insertion didn’t work, and he 

widened the cut and tried again.  This time it worked, and he closed the cut 

with a single suture.  The suture was the most painful step – an indicator 
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that the cold “anesthetic” had worn off.  The process took less than 10 

minutes.  My finger was slightly swollen and sported a blue, knotted plastic 

thread. 

 

When we were done we sat in Haworth’s living room.  He brought out a 

magnet and handed it to me.  I brought it near my finger and felt the magnet 

move for the first time up against the raw inside of my finger.  I startled 

visibly, and Haworth grinned.  “Welcome to your new sense,” he said. 

 

At first there was no discerning between the throbbing of the injury and the 

sense of magnetic fields.  Consequently, some early encounters with 

industrial refrigerators remain mysterious – was the display case at Citizen 

Cake really giving off that much EM, or was I just having blood rush to my 

healing finger?  Other sensations were unmistakable from the start.  I would 

circle my finger with a strong magnet and feel the one in my finger spin.  In 

time, bits of my laptop became familiar as tingles and buzzes.  Every so often 

I would pass near something and get an unexpected vibration.  Live phone 

pairs on the sides of houses sometimes startled me. 

 

I become slightly phobic of magnetic resonance imaging machines.  The 

superpowerful electromagnets used in medical imaging can make metal fly 

across a room and stick, often for the hours it takes to power down the 

magnets.  A person with an embedded magnet runs the risk of having their 

implant ripped out of their body. 

 

People with magnetic implants can’t erase hard drives or credit cards.  They 

don’t set off airport metal detectors or get stuck to refrigerators.  The 

magnets are small, and once encased in skin, all they do is react next to 

nerves, conveying the presence of sufficiently strong electromagnetic fields.  

“The magnetic implant is not the most sophisticated or rich sensation, it was 

just the easiest to implement with our available technology,” says Huffman. 
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Implant work isn’t ready for prime time.  While Huffman loves his implant, 

he discourages others from getting it.  “Most people don’t understand the 

risks, and implant work isn’t appropriate for most people.”  Those risks 

include infection and breach of the magnet’s silicone sheath.  The procedure 

itself is painful, and the results vary from person to person for unknown and 

unstudied reasons.  Huffman doesn’t see it as a candidate for study. 

 

“The science of sensation is something very much studied by neuroscientists 

and psychologists, but no one has done what we did,” Huffman says.  “The 

regulation would be onerous, even if someone wanted to.” 

 

Zack Lynch, managing director of neurotechnology consulting firm 

NeuroInsights, is sceptical of the practice altogether.  “I’m not sure if it’s 

efficacious, intelligent or therapeutic…  I’d worry about long-term problems, 

including corrosion.” 

 

Several months after having the procedure, some people begin to have 

problems.  Some magnets begin to turn dark under the skin, suggesting the 

bio-neutral silicone sheath is failing.  Exposure to the body starts breaking 

down the magnets. 

 

Two months after my own magnet was inserted, and long after the cut itself 

had healed, I experienced one of these problems firsthand.  My shielding 

breached and the implant area became infected.  The infection resolved, but 

the region turned black and my sixth sense evaporated. 

 

My family doctor tried to remove the magnet and failed.  Instead, the 

implant shattered into pieces, and I could no longer pick up other magnets 

with my finger.  After months of ESP, all I had left was a sore digit with a 

dark spot. 

 

I figured that was the end, but it wasn’t.  Four months after I lost all effect, 

the spot darkened and the magnetism returned.  The magnet – being a 
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magnet – had reassembled itself in my finger.  While it’s nowhere near as 

sensitive as it once was, I can once again pick up other magnets. 

 

Haworth plans to try a new generation of magnets with a 70-durometer 

liquid silicone rubber coating, up from the previous 30 to 40 durometers.  

That’s going from the hardness of a pencil eraser to the hardness of a car 

tire.  No one knows if that will do the trick, but in the body-modification 

community, there’s only one way to find out. 
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John Bolton, a stereotype 

Saturday, June 10, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/john-bolton-stereotype.html 

 

The diplomat; the term conveys 

the vision of a highly 

intellectual individual, 

knowledgeable in international 

affairs and politics, 

multilingual, able to defuse 

tense situation with a clever 

speech or phrase. 

 

Then we have John Bolton, the 

U.S. ambassador to the United Nations; an anti-diplomat if 

there ever was one.  John Bolton fits the right wing imperialist 

American stereotype.  Loud, stupid, crass, “pro-America and 

the rest of the world be damned”. 

 

Quotations of from this questionable man: 

 

“There is no such thing as the United 
Nations.  There is only the international 
community, which can only be led by the 
only remaining superpower, which is the 
United States.” (1994) 
 
“There is no such thing as the United 
Nations.  United States makes the U.N. 
work, when it wants it to work.” (1994) 
 

 
The anti-diplomat 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 316 

“… the United Nations can be a useful 
instrument in the conduct of American 
foreign policy.” (1997) 

 

It is almost obscene that this man is now an ambassador to the 

United Nations.  John Bolton’s contempt for the United 

Nations as an organisation represents a larger view of US 

foreign policy.  It is contempt for world opinion that contradicts 

the goals of American hegemony.  The United States does not 

want to “work with” the global community, it wants to run it. 

 

Bolton’s attack on the U.N. came renewed this week following a 

speech by Mr Malloch Brown, deputy secretary general of the 

U.N.  In the speech, Mr Brown stated that the United States did 

not defend that United Nations against its domestic critics and 

that “public discourse that reaches the US heartland has been 

largely abandoned to its loudest detractors, such as Rush 

Limbaugh and Fox News”.  Furthermore, that “too much 

unchecked UN-bashing and stereotyping” was “simply not 

sustainable” and that “you will lose the UN one way or 

another”. 

 

In essence, common sense.  Nevertheless, the hyperbole of 

Bolton knows no bounds with his proclamation that “I think 

this is … probably the most severe political mistake that any 

high official of the UN has made…” 

 

Brown responds: 
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“Engage here, engage consistently and go 
out and engage with the American public 
to say the UN matters, and for the life of 
me, I can’t understand how that can be 
construed as an anti-American speech.” 

 

John Bolton – another in the party of dangerous fools.  He is 

well kept in the company of Bush, Cheney, Rumsfeld and Rice. 

 

Source article 
BBC News: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/5062332.stm 

UN chief remarks ‘severe mistake’ 

 

The US ambassador to the United Nations has again heavily criticised the 

UN deputy secretary general for his remarks about US policy on the UN. 

 

John Bolton, in an interview with the BBC, said Mark Malloch Brown’s 

comments were a “severe political mistake”. 

 

Mr Malloch Brown had said Washington did not stand up for the UN against 

domestic critics and used the organisation as a diplomatic tool. 

 

Mr Bolton has called on Kofi Annan to repudiate his deputy’s speech. 

 

“I think this is … probably the most severe political mistake that any high 

official of the UN has made in that period,” he told the BBC’s Newsnight 

programme. 

 

“The reason it’s a mistake is that we are engaged, the United States and 

many other countries, in a sustained effort to get substantial reform in the 

UN system, and I fear that Malloch Brown’s speech will set those reform 

efforts back.” 
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In his speech in New York on Tuesday, Mr Malloch Brown said: “Much of 

the public discourse that reaches the US heartland has been largely 

abandoned to its loudest detractors, such as Rush Limbaugh and Fox News.” 

 

Depending on the UN while tolerating “too much unchecked UN-bashing 

and stereotyping” was “simply not sustainable”, he said. 

 

“You will lose the UN one way or another.” 

 

Looming budget crisis 

UN officials said the speech was intended as a warning signal about the 

looming budget crisis. 

 

The organisation could run out of money at the end of June and the US – its 

biggest paymaster – may withhold its dues unless there is enough progress 

by the UN on management reform, observers say. 

 

Mr Bolton accused Mr Malloch Brown of employing “a condescending, 

patronising tone about the American people”. 

 

He said he told the secretary general: “I’ve known you since 1989, and I’m 

telling you, this is the worst mistake by a senior UN official that I have seen 

in that entire time.” 

 

“Even though the target of the speech was the United States, the victim, I 

fear, will be the United Nations,” he told reporters after speaking with Mr 

Annan. 

 

A spokesman for the UN chief said he stood by his deputy’s remarks, who 

said he had been appealing for engagement from Americans. 
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“Engage here, engage consistently and go out and engage with the American 

public to say the UN matters, and for the life of me, I can’t understand how 

that can be construed as an anti-American speech,” Mr Malloch Brown said. 
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Persecution of the Palestinians 

Sunday, June 11, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/persecution-of-palestinians.html 

 

Israel, Hamas and the spiral of violence 

Friday bore fruit to the futility of Israel’s overwhelming 

militaristic response to Palestinian resistance.  Israeli shells hit 

a beach in the northern Gaza Strip, killing 10 people, including 

3 children and injuring 30. 

 

The targeting of civilians in military activities is condemned as 

a form of terrorism.  Indiscriminate or incompetent use of 

heavy arms within an urban area I consider to be morally 

equivalent.  This tragedy is little more than a particularly 

bloody example of terrorism against the Palestinian public by 

the Israeli military. 

 

If words are to be believed, the goal of Israel is to live peaceably 

with a neighbouring Palestinian state.  How then, is this goal 

being accomplished by the military response against Palestinian 

militants? 

 

For 18 months, the paramilitary and political group Hamas has 

kept a ceasefire.  Israel, however, has not kept up its end of the 

“truce”, launching frequent military action into Palestinian 

territory.  Although it is accepted that these are mostly in 

response to suicide bombings launched by other Palestinian 

groups, this displays a significant lack of “temperance” in the 
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part of the Israelis.  For 18 months, Hamas has tolerated “just” 

Israeli incursions while Israeli has repaid Hamas with criticism 

and disdain of its political authority. 

 

Israel’s immediate withholding of the Palestinian Authority’s 

share of tax and customs revenue, along with the withdrawal of 

aid by the US and Europe after the victory of Hamas in the 

Palestinian elections has crippled the Palestinian state.  Public 

servants, along with a large contingent of armed security 

personnel have not been paid for months.  No matter how 

politicians try to reframe the situation, Israeli and U.S. policy is 

punishing the Palestinian people for their democratic choice. 

 

One must ask the question, “for what purpose”? 

 

If it is to “encourage” (coerce) the Palestinian public to drop 

their support for Hamas, then this policy of economic terrorism 

is a clear failure.  Hamas has become ever more popular 

amongst the poor and disenfranchised. 

 

After Hamas swept into power, there was a small window of 

opportunity that was lost to mutual belligerence.  Within the 

model of its own political ideology, it had stretched out a hand 

to the Western community; coming as close as what could be 

expected for recognising Israel (considering one of its founding 

goals is for the destruction of the Jewish state).  This was firmly 

rebuffed by both Israel and the United States with the 

proclamation that unless Hamas renounced violence and 
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recognised the right for Israel to exist, that there would be no 

negotiation. 

 

Although this may seem “reasonable” to the casual observer, it 

is bound in hypocrisy.  Israel after all, has never denounced the 

use of “violence” upholding the use of extreme military force for 

the purposes of “protecting itself”.  Furthermore, significant 

parts of Israel that they would have the Palestinians recognise is 

founded on stolen and occupied land; of which Israel is in 

breach of several UN Security Council Resolutions. 

 

In a remarkably clear minded essay, American right wing 

conservative Patrick Buchanan states: 

 

“The purpose of U.S.-Israeli policy today 
is to punish the Palestinians for how they 
voted and to force Hamas to yield or to 
collapse its government…  Terrorism has 
been described as waging war on 
innocents to break their political leaders.  
Is that not a fair description of what we 
are doing to the Palestinians?” 

 

At the end of the day, it is almost pointless apportioning blame.  

Both sides are at fault.  Nevertheless, as the overwhelmingly 

dominant side and the occupying force, Israel has the ability 

and thus the responsibility to establish peaceful relations with 

the Palestinians. 

 

On Friday, June 9 2006, the “regrettable mistake” of the 

senseless slaughter of civilians at a picnic on a beach finally 



June 2006 

 323 

broke the “ceasefire” that had held back Hamas’ hand for a year 

and a half.  The cycle of violence continues and all the while it is 

the Palestinian public that suffers. 

 

Source articles 
BBC News: Palestinians killed on Gaza beach 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5065008.stm 

 
Yahoo! News: Hamas ends truce with Israel amid Abbas showdown 

http://news.yahoo.com/s/afp/20060610/ts_afp/mideastpalestinianpolitics 

 
Middle East News: List of United Nations Resolutions Against Israel (1955-1992) 

http://www.middleeastnews.com/unresolutionslist.html 

 
Council on Foreign Relations: Hamas and the Shrinking PA Budget 

http://www.cfr.org/publication/10499/ 

 
The American Conservative: http://www.amconmag.com/2006/2006_06_05/buchanan.html 

The Persecution of the Palestinians 

Patrick J. Buchanan 

 

“Why do they hate us?”  So stunned Americans asked, after 9/11, when we 

learned that across the Arab world, many were saying, “The Americans had 

it coming.” 

 

For a textbook example of why we are hated, consider Gaza and the West 

Bank.  There, a brutal Israeli/U.S.-led cutoff in aid has been imposed on the 

Palestinians for voting the wrong way in a free election. 

 

Immediately after Hamas’s victory, Israel halted the $55 million a month the 

Palestinian Authority received as its share of tax and customs revenue.  

Israel demanded Europe and the U.S. also end all aid to the PA until Hamas 

renounces terror, recognizes Israel, and disarms. 
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President Bush, though he was conducting a worldwide crusade for 

democracy and had urged that the Palestinian elections be held and Hamas 

participate, obediently complied.  For months now, U.S. and European aid 

to the PA, half its budget, has been halted. 

 

The early returns are in.  “Surgeons at Gaza’s biggest hospital,” says the 

Financial Times, “have suspended non-essential surgery for lack of sutures, 

laboratory kits and anesthetics.”  Environmental protection agency workers 

have no money for petrol to monitor sewage and industrial waste entering 

the water supply.  Some 150,000 civil servants, 60,000 of them armed 

security personnel, have gone unpaid for months. 

 

Supermarkets have to extend credit to customers who have no money for 

food.  The Washington Post relates an incident that gives a flavor of what is 

happening. 

 

“In Gaza’s gold market Monday, Nahed al-Zayim stared at the wedding ring 

her husband, a Palestinian police officer, gave her six years ago.  She had 

placed it on a glass counter offering it for sale, joining several other wives of 

public employees who had not been paid in two months. 

 

“Her head covered by a black veil, Zayim said she needed the proceeds from 

her ring to buy diapers and milk supplements for her three children, 

including Hazem, 4, who tugged at her tunic in the afternoon bustle.  ‘This is 

the last one, we have no more,’ Zayim, 28, said of her ring.” 

 

Woodrow Wilson called sanctions “the silent, deadly remedy.”  Its victims 

are always the sick, the elderly, the women, and the children. 

 

In March, the World Bank predicted the aid cutoff would lead to a 30 

percent fall in average personal incomes among the Palestinians.  The bank 
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now considers that prediction “too rosy” and expects “the worst year in the 

West Bank and Gaza’s recent dismal economic history.” 

 

Already, violent clashes have broken out between Hamas and Fatah.  There 

is a danger of collapse of the Palestinian Authority, chaos, and a need for the 

Israeli army to intervene anew to restore order.  Finally, May 9, under 

European pressure, the U.S. relented and a trickle of aid began to flow. 

 

Query: who, besides al-Qaeda and recruiters of suicide bombers, can 

conceivably benefit from persecuting the Palestinian people like this?  Does 

President Bush or Condi Rice think the Palestinians will respect an America 

that did this to their children, after we urged this election, called for Hamas 

to participate, and preached our devotion to democracy? 

 

“The aid cut-off appears to be increasing anti-U.S. sentiment here,” writes 

the Post’s Scott Wilson, quoting 33-year-old pharmacist Mustafa Hasoona: 

“The problem is the West, not us.  If they don’t respect democracy, they 

shouldn’t call for it.  We are with this government we elected.  I voted for it.” 

 

According to the Financial Times, Hamas is winning converts for refusing to 

buckle.  Said Khalil Abu Leila, a Hamas leader, “They have misunderstood 

the Arab mentality.  As long as the pressure increases on Hamas, the more 

popular it will become.” 

 

The White House says we don’t negotiate with terrorists.  But when we had 

to, we did.  FDR and Truman summited with Stalin at Yalta and Potsdam.  

Nixon met with Mao in Beijing.  Kissinger negotiated with the Viet Cong and 

North Vietnamese at Paris.  Bush I allied with Assad in the Gulf War.  

Clinton had Arafat to the White House too many times to count. 

 

Rabin and Peres shared a Nobel Prize with Arafat.  Netanyahu gave him 

Hebron.  Barak offered him 95 percent of the West Bank. 
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Bush’s agents negotiated with the architect of the Lockerbie massacre to 

persuade Colonel Khaddafi to give up his WMD.  In 2004, Bush’s men called 

it a victory for Bush diplomacy.  Khaddafi’s regime had been at the top of the 

State Department’s list of state sponsors of terror. 

 

The purpose of U.S.-Israeli policy today is to punish the Palestinians for how 

they voted and to force Hamas to yield or to collapse its government.  How 

does such a policy win hearts and minds for America? 

 

Terrorism has been described as waging war on innocents to break their 

political leaders.  Is that not a fair description of what we are doing to the 

Palestinians?  No wonder they hate us.     

 

June 5, 2006 Issue 

 



June 2006 

 327 

The stench of Guantanamo 

Monday, June 12, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/stench-of-guantanamo.html 

 

Something is rotten in 

the United States.  It is 

the stench of moral 

decay.  It reeks of 

degraded principles, of 

hypocrisy, and of ethical 

stagnation.  There is also 

more than a whiff of 

fascism. 

 

Three detainees died yesterday at the Guantanamo Bay camp, 

two Saudis and a Yemeni.  They had apparently committed 

suicide by hanging themselves with clothing and bed sheets.  All 

three had been held in the camp for years without charge.  This 

had hardly been an isolated incident either.  Since January 

2002, Guantanamo officials claim that there have been 41 

suicide attempts though defence lawyers believe that number to 

be much higher. 

 

Amongst renewed criticism by both international and domestic 

US parties for the camp to be closed, the commander of the 

camp, Rear Admiral Harry Harris Jr. had the audacity to state: 

 

 
Despair 
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“I believe this was not an act of 
desperation, but an act of asymmetrical 
warfare waged against us.” 

 

How dare he reframe this tragic situation to make the United 

States the victim and the detainees the aggressors?  It is 

offensive and absolutely disgusting.  If the United States 

Military upheld any sort of moral principle, it would repudiate 

these odious comments immediately and censure Harris. 

 

The reasons why these three men were driven to suicide is not a 

mystery.  There is no hidden reason or greater plan.  As per 

Kenneth Roth, head of the Human Rights Watch in New York: 

 

“These people are despairing because they 
are being held lawlessly … There’s no end 
in sight.  They’re not being brought before 
any independent judges.  They’re not 
being charged and convicted for any 
crime.” 

 

As before, there should really be no reason why this turn of 

events was unexpected.  There had already been 41 attempts of 

suicide previously and an unsuccessful attempt should be taken 

just as seriously. 

 

Source articles 
Yahoo! News: DOD identifies 3 Guantanamo suicides 

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20060612/ap_on_re_la_am_ca/guantanamo_suicides 

 
Yahoo! News: U.S.: 3 Gitmo inmates hanged themselves 

http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20060610/ap_on_go_ca_st_pe/guantanamo_suicides 
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BBC News: Triple suicide at Guantanamo camp 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/5068228.stm 

 
BBC News: Guantanamo suicides ‘acts of war’ 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/5068606.stm 

Guantanamo suicides ‘acts of war’ 

The suicides of three detainees at the US base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 

amount to acts of war, the US military says. 

 

The camp commander said the two Saudis and a Yemeni were “committed” 

and had killed themselves in “an act of asymmetric warfare waged against 

us”. 

 

Lawyers said the men who hanged themselves had been driven by despair. 

 

A military investigation into the deaths is now under way, amid growing 

calls for the detention centre to be moved or closed. 

 

Walter White, an international lawyer who specialises in human rights, told 

the BBC the Guantanamo camp was likely to be considered a “great stain” on 

the human rights record of the US. 

 

There have been dozens of suicide attempts since the camp was set up four 

years ago – but none successful until now. 

 

The men were found unresponsive and not breathing by guards on Saturday 

morning, said officials. 

 

They were in separate cells in Camp One, the highest security section of the 

prison. 

 

They hanged themselves with clothing and bed sheets, camp commander 

Rear Adm Harry Harris said. 
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He said medical teams had tried to revive the men, but all three were 

pronounced dead. 

 

‘Creative’ 

Rear Adm Harris said he did not believe the men had killed themselves out 

of despair. 

 

“They are smart.  They are creative, they are committed,” he said. 

 

“They have no regard for life, either ours or their own.  I believe this was not 

an act of desperation, but an act of asymmetrical warfare waged against us.” 

 

All three men had previously taken part in some of the mass on-and-off 

hunger strikes undertaken by detainees since last August, and all three had 

been force-fed by camp authorities. 

 

They had left suicide notes, but no details have been made available. 

 

The US military said the men’s bodies were being treated “with the utmost 

respect”. 

 

White House spokesman Tony Snow said Mr Bush had “expressed serious 

concern” at the deaths. 

 

“He also stressed that it was important to treat the bodies humanely and 

with cultural sensitivity,” he said. 

 

A spokesman for UK Prime Minister Tony Blair described the suicide as a 

“sad incident”. 

 

‘Heroes’ 

UK Constitutional Affairs Minister Harriet Harman told the BBC on Sunday 

the camp should be moved to the US or shut down. 
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“If it’s perfectly legal and there’s nothing going wrong there – well, why 

don’t they have it in America and then the American court system can 

supervise it?” she said. 

 

William Goodman from the New York-based Center for Constitutional 

Rights told AFP news agency the three dead men were “heroes for those of 

us who believe in basic American values of justice, fairness and democracy”. 

 

Mr Goodman, whose organisation represents some 300 detainees, said the 

government had denied them that. 

 

Ken Roth, head of Human Rights Watch in New York, told the BBC the men 

had probably been driven by despair. 

 

“These people are despairing because they are being held lawlessly,” he said. 

 

“There’s no end in sight.  They’re not being brought before any independent 

judges.  They’re not being charged and convicted for any crime.” 

 

On Friday, Mr Bush said he would “like to end Guantanamo”, adding he 

believed the inmates “ought to be tried in courts here in the United States”. 
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Wakefield’s wake – the curse of ego driven 

research 

Tuesday, June 13, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/wakefields-wake-curse-of-ego-driven.html 

 

Dr Andrew Wakefield, a Canadian trained gastroenterologist 

has been charged with serious professional misconduct by the 

General Medical Council in the United Kingdom. 

 

Wakefield’s story is one of intrigue in a field that elicits passion, 

often irrational.  Wakefield published a controversial research 

article1 in 1998 in The Lancet linking the MMR (measles, 

mumps, rubella) vaccine with a form of colitis in children; with 

a supposition that it was the cause of autism.  Wakefield 

painted himself and has been touted by certain community 

groups as an anti-MMR (and anti-immunisation) guru, fighting 

for children against an insidious iatrogenic disease. 

 

Unfortunately, it is almost certainly bogus.  There is no 

convincing evidence that the MMR vaccine causes 

inflammatory bowel disease or that it causes autism.  There is 

abundant evidence that the MMR vaccine prevents measles, 

mumps and rubella, three nasty and potentially fatal disease.  

The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (an organisation 

that helps collate evidence based medicine and is independent 

of industry and government) published a review2 in 2005 to 

this effect.  The Cochrane Library’s “plain language summary”: 
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“Measles, mumps and rubella are three 
very dangerous infectious diseases which 
cause a heavy disease, disability and 
death burden in the developing world.  
Researchers from the Cochrane Vaccines 
Field reviewed 139 studies conducted to 
assess the effects of the live attenuated 
combined vaccine to prevent measles, 
mumps and rubella (MMR) in children.  
MMR protects children against infections 
of the upper airways but very rarely may 
cause a benign form of bleeding under the 
skin and milder forms of measles, mumps 
and rubella.  No credible evidence of an 
involvement of MMR with either autism 
or Crohn’s disease was found.  No field 
studies of the vaccine’s effectiveness were 
found but the impact of mass 
immunisation on the elimination of the 
diseases has been demonstrated 
worldwide.” 

 

Thankfully in the Antipodes Wakefield’s influence on consumer 

opinion on childhood immunisation has been slight.  In the 

United Kingdom, however, the effect has been significant.  In 

early 2003, immunisation rates dropped to 78.9% (from 92% in 

1996) and had gone to as low as 60% in parts of London.  The 

result was a massive resurgence in the three diseases (for 

mumps around 4000 cases in 2003 to over 56,000 cases in 

2005).  In April 2006, a 13 year old boy became the first person 

in Britain to die from measles in 14 years.  He was not 

immunised with MMR. 
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Wakefield’s “professional misconduct” is not for his damaging 

effect on public health, but rather for a gross conflict of interest 

in his original paper.  Wakefield had received £55,000 ($AU 

136,000) from the Legal Aid Board paid into his research fund 

by lawyers representing parents and children allegedly 

damaged by the MMR vaccine (to look for evidence that would 

help them in their case).  Wakefield had not disclosed this to 

either The Lancet or to even his co-researchers.  In 2004, 10 of 

his 12 co-authors retracted from the article published in 1998. 

 

Wakefield continues to battle on with his hypothesis that 

autism is caused by the MMR vaccine. 

 

In the field of biomedicine, perhaps more so than other fields of 

scientific endeavour, research is often driven by ego; singular 

dedicated “über-researchers”.  For those who are eventually 

proven right, the rewards are great – retrospectively hailed as 

visionary and courageous before their sceptical and 

conservative peers.  However, for those who are proven 

eventually wrong, everything unravels.  I believe that Wakefield 

truly believes in his own cause, much to the harm to his own 

career, to the medical profession and to the public at large. 

 

Wakefield's dedication and drive blinkered him from keeping 

an open mind; that his hypothesis could be wrong.  His 

perspective was so skewed that he committed what is an 

inexcusable lapse of judgement with regards to the non-

declaration of the serious conflict of interest. 
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It is interesting to consider what makes a highly intelligent and 

dedicated man like Wakefield to lose the founding principles of 

ethical research. 

 

Money?  Fame? 

 

I think not.  I wonder whether some of these researchers 

become so identified with their research and theories that they 

feel an obligation to themselves, colleagues and patients to 

“prove it right”.  One small lie, accidental perhaps slips through.  

Then another compounds to another.  Another small 

fabrication slips through, deliberate this time to “tidy up the 

numbers”.  Before they know what has happened, their work is 

declared visionary and so much momentum has built up that 

living in the delusion is the only path. 

 

The example is perhaps stark with Dr Hwang Woo-Suk, 

disgraced former top human cloning scientist of South Korea.  

With much of his most notable research now known to be 

fabricated it has brought a crushing blow to the field.  What is 

real and what is fake? 

 

It is difficult to know what can be done about this flaw in 

medical research.  Certainly, peer based review is sound – 

insofar that there is nothing better than can replace it.  Perhaps, 

what needs to be addressed is the culture of medicine and 

biomedical research.  Hierarchical deference to seniors and 
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professors is certainly a factor as to why occurrences of 

scientific misconduct or outright fraud are discovered so late.  

This is illustrated particularly in the South Korean scandal. 

 

I believe that the only way to shake the “curse of ego-driven 

research” is for a culture of egalitarianism to be developed 

within the profession. 

 

Research articles 

1. Wakefield AJ. Murch SH. Anthony A. Linnell J. Casson DM. 

Malik M. Berelowitz M. Dhillon AP. Thomson MA. Harvey 

P. Valentine A. Davies SE. Walker-Smith JA. Ileal-

lymphoid-nodular hyperplasia, non-specific colitis, and 

pervasive developmental disorder in children. [Journal 

Article. Retracted Publication] Lancet. 351(9103):637-41, 

1998 Feb 28. 

2. Demicheli V, Jefferson T, Rivetti A, Price D. Vaccines for 

measles, mumps and rubella in children. The Cochrane 

Database of Systematic Reviews 2005, Issue 4. Art. No.: 

CD004407 

 

Source articles 
Wikipedia: Andrew Wakefield 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andrew_Wakefield 

 
The Sunday Times: Schoolboy, 13, dies as measles makes a comeback 

http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2087-2114632,00.html 

 
Wikipedia: Hwang Woo-Suk 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hwang_Woo-suk 
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BBC News: S Korea cloning research was fake 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/asia-pacific/4554422.stm 

 
The Independent: In the dock: the man who caused the great MMR scare 

http://news.independent.co.uk/uk/health_medical/article799541.ece 

In the dock: the man who caused the great MMR scare 

By Jeremy Laurance, Health Editor 

Published: 12 June 2006 

 

The doctor who sparked an international scare over the safety of MMR 

vaccine is to be charged with serious professional misconduct by the General 

Medical Council in an attempt by the medical establishment finally to lay the 

controversy to rest. 

 

Andrew Wakefield, who published a research paper in 1998 purporting to 

show a link between the MMR vaccine and autism, is accused in preliminary 

charges of publishing “inadequately founded” research, failing to obtain 

ethical committee approval, obtaining funding “improperly” and of 

subjecting children to “unnecessary and invasive investigations”, The 

Independent has learnt.  The research is said to have caused immunisation 

rates to slump and cases of measles, mumps and rubella to soar.  The 

research, which appeared in The Lancet, is said to have done more damage 

than anything published in a scientific journal in living memory. 

 

Detailed charges are being formulated by the GMC’s lawyers for 

presentation in the autumn and a public hearing is expected next year.  If 

found guilty Dr Wakefield, 50, could be struck off the medical register. 

 

The GMC has brought the case itself in the public interest.  There is no 

complainant.  The investigation has taken two years and lawyers for Dr 

Wakefield say he and his family are suffering distress caused by the delay in 

bringing charges. 
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The research was carried out at the Royal Free Hospital, north London, by 

Dr Wakefield and 12 other doctors and published in The Lancet in February 

1998.  The warning about the combined vaccine was amplified by Dr 

Wakefield at a press conference – to the disquiet of his colleagues present – 

and the subsequent scare led tens of thousands of parents to boycott the 

vaccine. 

 

Immunisation rates fell over the next five years from more than 90 per cent 

nationally to a low of 78.9 per cent in early 2003.  In parts of London rates 

fell below 60 per cent.  There was a resurgence in cases of the three diseases, 

including rubella (German measles), according to the Health Protection 

Agency.  The number of cases of mumps soared from 4,204 cases in 2003 to 

16,436 in 2004 and to 56,390 cases last year. 

 

Since 2003 the MMR vaccination rate has increased slightly and in mid-

2005 stood at 83 per cent.  A spokeswoman for the agency said: “The fear of 

Wakefield has dissipated a bit.  The figures are coming back up.” 

 

In 2004 it emerged that at the time he was preparing The Lancet paper, Dr 

Wakefield was being paid by lawyers for parents of children allegedly 

damaged by the MMR vaccine to look for evidence that could be used to help 

take legal action against manufacturers of the vaccine. 

 

He received £55,000 from the Legal Aid Board, which was paid into his 

research fund but which he had not disclosed to his co-researchers.  At least 

four of the 12 children in the Lancet study were also in the Legal Aid Board 

funded study.  He was accused by The Lancet of failing to declare a conflict 

of interest that could have influenced his findings. 

 

Richard Horton, the editor, declared the paper “fatally flawed” and said if he 

had known in 1998 about the conflict of interest he would never have 

published it.  The journal partially withdrew the paper in February 2004 and 

the following month 10 of the 12 authors withdrew the claim of a link with 
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autism.  John Reid, the Health Secretary at the time, called on the GMC to 

hold an inquiry.  Dr Wakefield, a consultant gastroenterologist, left the 

Royal Free Hospital in 2001 “by mutual agreement”.  He has since worked 

mainly in America. 

 

The Government’s chief medical officer, Sir Liam Donaldson, accused Dr 

Wakefield of mixing “spin and science”.  But Jackie Flether of the support 

group Jabs, representing parents concerned about vaccination, said: “The 

GMC charges are totally unfounded and seem to be a total witch hunt 

against Andrew Wakefield and the research team.  All the researchers did 

was raise a red flag [about MMR] and say more research was needed.”  All 

the doctors are believed to have denied professional misconduct. 
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New blood test for diabetes 

Monday, June 19, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/new-blood-test-for-diabetes.html 

 

Type 2 diabetes mellitus is the scourge of the Westernised 

world.  Humans evolved for tens of thousands of years to be 

semi-starved.  Our physiology has yet to adapt to the veritable 

glut of high calorie food available to humans in the 

industrialised world. 

 

Diabetes has traditionally been diagnosed on higher than 

normal fasting blood sugar levels.  However, where the sugar is 

not very high, an oral glucose tolerance test is often needed – 

which involves at least two blood tests separated by a couple of 

hours.  Even with this test, there is a proportion of patients with 

a “normal” test who are at risk or prone to developing diabetes. 

 

Fasting insulin assays can be performed but they can be 

inaccurate. 

 

Kahn and colleagues at the Beth Israel Deaconess Medical 

Center in Boston have discovered a new marker for diabetes.  

The level of “retinol-binding protein 4” (RBP4) seems to be 

highly correlated with the degree of insulin resistance. 

 

Although it is early days, this test may become highly 

significant for screening for diabetes and pre-diabetes in the 
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future; being more reliable and convenient than a fasting blood 

sugar and then oral glucose tolerance test. 

 

Source articles 
Graham TE., Yang Q., Blüher M., et al.  Retinol-Binding Protein 4 and Insulin Resistance in 

Lean, Obese, and Diabetic Subjects.  NEJM.  Volume 354(24):2552-2563, June 15, 2006 

http://content.nejm.org/cgi/content/short/354/24/2552 

ABSTRACT 

Background 

Insulin resistance has a causal role in type 2 diabetes. Serum levels of 

retinol-binding protein 4 (RBP4), a protein secreted by adipocytes, are 

increased in insulin-resistant states.  Experiments in mice suggest that 

elevated RBP4 levels cause insulin resistance.  We sought to determine 

whether serum RBP4 levels correlate with insulin resistance and change 

after an intervention that improves insulin sensitivity.  We also determined 

whether elevated serum RBP4 levels are associated with reduced expression 

of glucose transporter 4 (GLUT4) in adipocytes, an early pathological feature 

of insulin resistance. 

 

Methods 

We measured serum RBP4, insulin resistance, and components of the 

metabolic syndrome in three groups of subjects.  Measurements were 

repeated after exercise training in one group.  GLUT4 protein was measured 

in isolated adipocytes. 

 

Results 

Serum RBP4 levels correlated with the magnitude of insulin resistance in 

subjects with obesity, impaired glucose tolerance, or type 2 diabetes and in 

nonobese, nondiabetic subjects with a strong family history of type 2 

diabetes.  Elevated serum RBP4 was associated with components of the 

metabolic syndrome, including increased body-mass index, waist-to-hip 

ratio, serum triglyceride levels, and systolic blood pressure and decreased 

high-density lipoprotein cholesterol levels.  Exercise training was associated 
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with a reduction in serum RBP4 levels only in subjects in whom insulin 

resistance improved.  Adipocyte GLUT4 protein and serum RBP4 levels 

were inversely correlated. 

 

Conclusions 

RBP4 is an adipocyte-secreted molecule that is elevated in the serum before 

the development of frank diabetes and appears to identify insulin resistance 

and associated cardiovascular risk factors in subjects with varied clinical 

presentations.  These findings provide a rationale for antidiabetic therapies 

aimed at lowering serum RBP4 levels. 

 

 
New Scientist: http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn9335&feedId=online-

news_rss20 

Single blood test could predict diabetes 

 22:00 14 June 2006 

 NewScientist.com news service 

 Roxanne Khamsi 

 

The prospect of a cheap and reliable test to predict a person’s risk of diabetes 

has been raised by a new study.  The research shows that high levels of a 

“retinol-binding” protein in a person’s body reveal an otherwise hidden 

condition known as insulin resistance, which precedes type 2 diabetes. 

 

“There is an incredibly high correlation,” says co-author Barbara Kahn at the 

Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center in Boston, Massachusetts, US. 

 

In a person with type 2 diabetes, cells do not respond to insulin – a hormone 

that normally allows people to store blood sugar away.  As a result, the blood 

sugar levels can skyrocket, with potentially fatal consequences. 

 

Doctors already know that overweight or obese people have a higher risk of 

developing type 2 diabetes.  But lean people can also develop the condition – 
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particularly in Asian countries – so it can be difficult to assess an 

individual’s risk of acquiring the illness. 

 

The best current method for measuring insulin resistance involves 

monitoring people as they receive injections of the sugar glucose – soaring 

glucose levels in the blood indicate resistance.  But this test takes about 4 

hours to conduct, and most hospitals are not equipped to conduct them on 

many patients, Kahn says.  She adds that the currently available one-off 

measurements of insulin are unreliable. 

 

Quick and accurate 

Kahn and colleagues have previously linked insulin resistance in rodents 

with high levels of retinol-binding protein 4 (RBP4), which is excreted by fat 

cells. 

 

Their new study examined 107 people in the US, Germany and Sweden.  The 

volunteer group was a mix of lean and obese people with diabetes, pre-

diabetes (a glucose intolerance linked to insulin resistance) or no diabetes. 

 

The team found that RBP4 levels revealed by blood tests closely matched the 

degree of insulin resistance found using the 4-hour glucose injection 

method.  For example, 20 pre-diabetic people at one centre had RBP4 levels 

averaging 60 micrograms per millilitre of blood, while the 20 healthy 

controls averaged 26 micrograms per millilitre of blood. 

 

Preventative measure 

Lean individuals with a family history of type 2 diabetes also had higher 

levels of RBP4 than matched controls, hinting that the protein can indicate a 

predisposition to the illness regardless of weight. 

 

A test based on RBP4 may also one day help identify obese people who are at 

particular risk for diabetes.  If these people failed to lose weight on an 
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exercise regime, “it may come to a point where they would be put on an anti-

diabetic as a preventative measure”, says Kahn. 

 

She adds that if future tests indicate that lowering RBP4 reduces the risk of 

diabetes, drugs could be developed to take advantage of this.  “The approach 

would be to increase its excretion by the kidney,” Kahn says of the protein. 
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Another defence lawyer for Saddam 

murdered 

Thursday, June 22, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/another-defence-layer-for-saddam.html 

 

Khamis al-Obeidi, one of the main lawyers defending Saddam 

Hussein was abducted and murdered earlier this week.  He is 

the third defence lawyer murdered since the commencement of 

the trial. 

 

Al-Obeidi complained in an interview with the BBC after two of 

his colleagues were shot (one killed) that the trial lawyers had 

to organise their own personal protection. 

 

I have absolutely no faith in the show trial.  Even if Saddam is 

found guilty of his “crimes”, there is no meaning without 

justice. 

 

Source article 
BBC News: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/middle_east/5101162.stm 

Saddam defence lawyer shot dead 

 

One of the main lawyers defending former Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein at 

his trial has been shot dead. 

 

Khamis al-Obeidi’s body was found dumped in the capital, Baghdad, hours 

after he was abducted from his home. 
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Defence lawyers have frequently complained that they have not been given 

enough protection, calling the trial’s fairness into question. 

 

Two other defence lawyers were murdered last year in the early stages of the 

trial, which is set to end next month. 

 

Chief defence lawyer Khalil al-Dulaimi said Mr Obeidi was abducted from 

his home in Baghdad’s northern Adhamiya district at about 0700 local time 

(0300 GMT) by men wearing police uniforms. 

 

Police said Mr Obeidi’s body was found with several bullet wounds near the 

Shia district of Sadr City. 

 

Unlike Mr Dulaimi, who travels between Amman in Jordan and Baghdad for 

security reasons, Mr Obeidi had continued to live in the Iraqi capital. 

 

In a BBC interview after one of his colleagues was killed last year, Mr Obeidi 

strongly denounced what he called the “assassination”, and complained that 

the trial lawyers mostly had to organise their own personal protection. 

 

Another lawyer on Saddam’s defence team, Bushra al-Khalil, blamed US 

forces for Mr Obeidi’s death, saying they had changed security arrangements 

for the lawyers, putting their lives at risk. 

 

US sources say they have offered tougher security but that it has always been 

rejected, the BBC’s Hugh Sykes in Baghdad says. 

 

Trial criticism 

Mr Obeidi was in court on Monday to hear the prosecution team make its 

closing arguments. 

 

The prosecutors called for Saddam Hussein and two of his seven co-

defendants to be put to death for war crimes. 
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The trial has now adjourned and judges will consider their verdict after final 

defence arguments on 10 July. 

 

The defendants deny being responsible for the deaths of 148 Shia Muslim 

villagers in the 1980s. 

 

The men are accused of launching a crackdown in the village of Dujail after a 

failed assassination attempt on Saddam Hussein. 

 

The trial has so far lasted eight months and has been criticised by some 

international legal experts. 

 

Some said the defence had been given a disproportionately short period to 

present its witnesses. 

 

On 8 November two defence lawyers were shot in their car – one died.  The 

previous month, one of their colleagues was abducted and was later found 

dead. 
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“All options on the table…” 

Thursday, June 22, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/all-options-on-table.html 

 

This seems to be a popular US spoken response to international 

challenges.  G W Bush said it recently (April 2006) with regards 

to Iran’s nuclear ambitions(1) and the same earlier in 2005 

when it was suggested that the US was planning a pre-emptive 

strike on Iran(2). 

 

It was stated earlier on the challenges of Iraq and the “axis of 

evil” in a joint conference with Japanese Prime Minister 

Koizumi in February 2002(3). 

 

And again when questioned in March 2002 about The 

Pentagon’s call for development of low-yield nuclear 

weapons(4). 

 

Earlier this week, in response to the announcement that North 

Korea has (apparently) developed an intercontinental ballistic 

missile capable of reaching the continental United States 

(Alaska), US Ambassador to Japan too repeated the infamous 

phrase(5). 

 

The phrase is little more than a crude euphemism that is lost on 

no one.  “We will use force if we want to”.  It is childish, and 

something one would expect to have been left in the 

playground. 
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David Straub, the former director of the Office of Korean Affairs 

at the State Department, who was deeply involved in US 

diplomacy with North Korea, has joined the ranks of ex-military 

and government officers criticising the current Bush regime’s 

foreign policy.  He states in particular: 

 

“Of course all options are on the table.  No 
government ever takes any option off the 
table, but you don’t have to talk about it 
all the time.” 

 

But then again, with people like John Bolton as a senior US 

diplomat, no wonder international US diplomacy is falling to 

pieces. 

 

References 

1. Bush keeps Iran military option.  BBC News.  18 April 2006 

2. President Meets with E.U. Leaders [transcript].  The White 

House (US Government Website).  22 February 2005 

3. President Bush, Prime Minister Koizumi Hold Press 

Conference [transcript].  U.S. Department of State (US 

Government Website).  18 February 2002 

4. President Bush Holds Press Conference [transcript].  The 

White House (US Government Website).  13 March 2002 

5. Japan and US warn N. Korea against missile launch.  

Yahoo! News (Reuters).  17 June 2006 

 

Source article 
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The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/bush-policy-a-failure-

says-diplomat/2006/06/21/1150845247944.html 

Bush policy a failure, says diplomat 

June 22, 2006 

 

WASHINGTON: A former US diplomat who was deeply involved in North 

Korea policy said the Bush Administration’s approach has been a failure that 

left Pyongyang to pursue its nuclear and missile programs. 

 

In a rare public attack on the Administration by a foreign service officer, the 

retired head of the State Department’s office of Korean affairs, David Straub, 

also questioned the decision-making on the issue by the Secretary of State, 

Condoleezza Rice. 

 

One fundamental failure of President George Bush’s approach was the 

tendency to raise tensions and make South Korea nervous by stating that “all 

options” were on the table, a phrase underscoring US intentions to use force 

against North Korea if necessary, he said. 

 

“Of course all options are on the table.  No government ever takes any option 

off the table, but you don’t have to talk about it all the time,” Mr Straub said. 

 

Mr Straub also questioned why, after six-party talks reached an important 

but preliminary agreement on the nuclear issue last September, Dr Rice 

would allow release of a statement clarifying US views on issues papered 

over in the agreement.  The US statement prompted Pyongyang to renege on 

the agreement. 

 

Mr Straub was head of the Korean office from 2002-2004 and was part of a 

team that negotiated with the North during the tenure of the former 

secretary of state, Colin Powell. 
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Culture of philanthropy 

Monday, June 26, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/culture-of-philanthropy.html 

 

Philanthropy; be it by private individuals or corporate is an 

area where the United States clearly leads the world and 

definitely puts Australia to shame.  To quote Charitable 

Choices, “Americans give a lot to charity”. 

 

Though estimates vary, American individuals gave away on 

average about 2.2% of their income in 2005.  Australians, on 

the other hand, gave a mean of $424 in 2005, or about 1% of 

earnings, or only half as much. 

 

 
Bill Gates – philanthropist extraordinaire 
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No more stark is the difference in the culture of philanthropy 

demonstrated by the corporate über-rich.  The United States is 

known for the enormous contributions of its corporate leaders 

to charitable organisations.  Most recently, Bill Gates of 

Microsoft fame, the wealthiest individual in the world, 

announced he was resigning from his role in his corporation so 

that he could focus on charitable activities through the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation.  This foundation has given billions 

away for the funding of health and education initiatives, in both 

the developing world and domestic United States.  Today, 

Warren Buffet, the world’s second richest man announced that 

he planned to give away 85% of his fortune (worth $54 billion) 

to charities.  He planned to become a trustee of the Gates 

Foundation. 

 

Compare this to recently deceased media mogul Kerry Packer, 

wealthiest man in Australia.  His contribution to public 

philanthropy was (relatively) small and ultimately self-serving.  

Donations to the ambulance service and to hospital, though 

welcome, were specific to his failing health. 

 

Without high profile leadership, the “average” Australian has 

simply been outclassed by the generosity of the “average” 

American.  Public American philanthropy and willingness to 

assist in charities is a fantastic cultural trait that Australians 

should emulate.  We have excellent charitable organisations in 

Australia who often sadly, lack the funds and manpower to 

accomplish their goals. 
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Source article 
Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/business/buffett-to-give-54b-to-

charity/2006/06/26/1151174098161.html 

Buffett to give $54b to charity 

June 26, 2006 – 6:28AM 

 

Warren Buffett, the world’s second richest man, plans to give away 85 per 

cent of his fortune to charities, including one run by Bill Gates, the 

wealthiest man on the planet, Fortune magazine reported today. 

 

Buffett, 75, pledged in an interview with Fortune to give away 85 per cent of 

his stock – worth more than $54 billion – in his Berkshire Hathaway 

investment firm, starting in July. 

 

“I know what I want to do,” he was quoted as saying, “and it makes sense to 

get going.” 

 

The shares will go to five foundations.  More than 80 per cent will go to the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation which already has a kitty of nearly $41 

billion used to pay for medical research and give educational grants. 

 

Buffett and the Gates are close friends.  According to Fortune, Buffett plans 

to eventually become a trustee of the Gates foundation. 

 

Fortune magazine estimated earlier this year that Buffett has a fortune of 

about $60 billion.  Gates has about $68 billion. 
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Guantanamo Bay military tribunals ruled 

unconstitutional 

Friday, June 30, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/guantanamo-bay-military-tribunals.html 

 

In a stunning blow against the Bush Administration, the US 

Supreme Court has ruled in a five-to-three decision that the 

military tribunals held in Guantanamo Bay against the 

detainees were illegal. 

 

Specifically, it stated that the Geneva Conventions covering 

prisoners of war had to be applied to proceedings against all the 

prisoners. 

 

However, the court did rule that the administration had the 

authority to hold the prisoners and whether they should be held 

as prisoners of war did not appear to be within the scope of the 

ruling.  Of the eight prisoners held who have had charges made 

against them (including Australian David Hicks), this is a major 

breakthrough.  It has already been argued that the charges 

brought against Hicks are invalid under the Geneva 

Conventions. 

 

The position that the Guantanamo Bay detainees should be 

released as has received a major boost.  The camp should be 

closed with all haste. 
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Source Article 
The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/military-tribunal-for-

hicks-illegal/2006/06/30/1151174342318.html  

Military tribunal for Hicks illegal 

Michael Gawenda 

June 30, 2006 

 

The US Supreme Court has ruled that the military commissions set up by the 

Bush Administration to try prisoners, including David Hicks, at 

Guantanamo Bay are illegal and must be abandoned. 

 

In a major blow to the Administration the five-to-three decision of the court 

said the Geneva Conventions covering prisoners of war had to be applied to 

proceedings against all prisoners at Guantanamo. 

 

With Chief Justice John Roberts excusing himself from hearing the case 

because he had ruled in favour of the Administration’s position when he was 

in the Federal Court, the court ruled that the Bush Administration’s position 

that prisoners held at Guantanamo and elsewhere are illegal combatants and 

not covered by the Geneva Conventions is unconstitutional. 

 

The decision threw the Administration into turmoil; it means it is back to 

square one in terms of setting up a system to try prisoners that complies 

with the conventions. 

 

It means that at the very least, the Pentagon will have to set up standard 

courts martial for prisoners, with all the protections afforded them under US 

law. 

 

It is not clear what the Administration’s response will be or how long it will 

take for it to set up military courts martial to try prisoners, such as Hicks, 

who have already been charged with offences that may not be valid under 

Geneva rules. 
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Hicks has been at Guantanamo for more than four years and is one of eight 

prisoners who have been charged with specific offences. 

 

The court ruled the Administration had the right to detain the prisoners held 

at Guantanamo, but said if they were to be tried, it had to be through regular 

courts martial with all the legal protections and access to US courts that this 

confers. 

 

The Australian Government has supported the Bush Administration’s 

position on the military commissions that have now been ruled illegal by the 

Supreme Court, and is now faced with the prospect of Hicks remaining in 

detention at Guantanamo with no prospect of a hearing for a year or even 

longer. 
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Mutual terrorism 

Friday, June 30, 2006 

http://vitualis.blogspot.com/2006/06/mutual-terrorism.html 

 

The Israeli-Palestinian disaster 

Israel unleashed its military machine in the past few days, 

ignoring global calls for calm and restraint.  For one captured 

and murdered soldier Israel has accelerated the conflict to 

outright war.  Launching night raids across the occupied West 

Bank and East Jerusalem, Israel captured and arrested the 

majority of the ministers and members of parliament of Hamas. 

 

Hamas has stated that these raids were an act of “open war 

against the Palestinian Government and people” and it is hard 

to see how this is not so.  States an Israeli Foreign Ministry 

official (Mark Regev): 

 

“If the government of the Palestinian 
Authority says it’s okay to send rockets 
into Israel, to kidnap Israelis, to behave 
like terrorists, then they will be treated 
like terrorists.” 

 

The hypocrisy of this statement is unfortunately lost on most 

people, and obviously, the Israelis.  The Israeli Government has 

launched dozens of aerial attacks into Palestinian urban areas, 

killing an order of magnitude more civilians.  It has routinely 

“kidnapped” Palestinians through its extrajudicial security 

sweeps. 
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As for behaving like “terrorists”, in the past two days, Israeli 

attacks targeted the Gaza Strip’s only power station and have 

left 700,000 Palestinians in the Gaza without power and with a 

threatened water supply.  The Foreign Ministry has described 

civilian infrastructure as “legitimate targets”.  Sorry Mr Regev, 

but targeting civilians and civilian infrastructure in such a 

manner is an act of state sponsored terrorism and a war 

crime. 

 

As I have argued on numerous occasions the ethics and 

morality of action needs to be examined through the lens of 

“universality”.  If we apply the reasoning that Israel uses to 

justify its attacks to Hamas, then surely Israeli “civilian 

infrastructure” would also be “legitimate targets”.  Attacking 

and kidnapping of Israeli ministers and MPs would be justified. 

 

This is obviously not the case.  As such Israeli should be 

condemned in perpetrating this highly unethical, if not illegal 

military action against the Palestinian people. 

 

In just six months since the Ariel Sharon broke away from 

Likud to form the centralist Kadima party, the hope that he 

created for a new peace between Israelis and Palestinians has 

faded like the man. 

 

Source article 
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The Sydney Morning Herald: http://www.smh.com.au/news/world/acts-of-war-middle-

east-on-edge/2006/06/29/1151174333960.html 

Acts of war: Middle East on edge 

Ed O’Loughlin 

Herald Correspondent in Gaza and agencies 

June 30, 2006 

 

AS THE crisis over a captured Israeli soldier lurches towards disaster, the 

Israeli Government has seized most of the political leadership of the 

Palestinian Authority – a move that poses a deadly threat to the last shreds 

of the Oslo peace process. 

 

In night raids across the occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem, Israeli 

troops rounded up most of the ministers and MPs representing the non-

Gaza wing of the Palestinian ruling party, Hamas. 

 

Hamas has described the raids as an act of “open war against the Palestinian 

Government and people” and said Israel would have to face the 

consequences. 

 

Israeli spokesmen have denied that the Hamas leaders – reported to number 

64, including most of the Ramallah-based cabinet – were seized as 

bargaining chips for the release of 19-year-old Corporal Gilad Shalit, 

captured by Palestinian fighters in a raid on the edge of Gaza on Sunday. 

 

An Israeli Foreign Ministry official, Mark Regev, said Hamas was formally 

regarded as a terrorist organisation in Israel, the US, the European Union 

and Australia and that its leaders would be brought before an Israeli judge 

and charged with terrorist offences. 

 

“If the government of the Palestinian Authority says it’s OK to send rockets 

into Israel, to kidnap Israelis, to behave like terrorists, then they will be 

treated like terrorists,” he said. 

 



vitualis’ Medical Rants – Volume 3: January to June 2006 
 

 360 

Israel’s move against the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank is only the 

most serious of a number of grave developments threatening to escalate an 

already fraught situation into all-out war and humanitarian disaster. 

 

Yesterday Israel launched an air strike on a car in Gaza City carrying a senior 

Islamic Jihad militant, who survived the attack, Palestinian sources said.  

The Israeli Army said it had targeted a vehicle, but gave no details about who 

it believed was inside. 

 

An explosion was also reported in Gaza City near the headquarters of a key 

security agency loyal to the Palestinian President, Mahmoud Abbas, 

witnesses said. 

 

On Wednesday Israeli jets buzzed the summer palace of Syria’s President, 

Bashar Assad, driving home Israel’s threat to assassinate Hamas leaders at 

large in Gaza and in exile in Syria.  Syria said its air defences fired on the 

aircraft without hitting them. 

 

Early yesterday Israeli troops found the body of a murdered 18-year-old 

Jewish settler – Eliyahu Asheri, who is the son of an Australian immigrant – 

abducted by Palestinian militants in the West Bank on Sunday. 

 

In Gaza, meanwhile, militants belonging to the mainstream Fatah military 

wing, the al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade, claim to have fired a chemical-tipped 

missile into Israel for the first time. 

 

The Israeli Army said it had no information to support the claim, but it was 

likely to increase the pressure for an Israeli crackdown in the Beit Hanoun 

area of northern Gaza, from where most of the missiles are fired. 

 

During the night, Israeli aircraft dropped leaflets warning residents that the 

area faced increased bombardment. 
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Israel’s Prime Minister, Ehud Olmert, has said that Israel will not negotiate 

to release Corporal Shalit and will take “extreme actions” if he is not freed. 

 

“Our aim is not to mete out punishment but to apply pressure so the soldier 

will be freed,” he said.  “We want to create a new equation: freeing the 

abducted soldier in return for lessening the pressure on the Palestinians.” 

 

Over the past 48 hours, Israeli attacks – including artillery bombardments, 

tank incursions and the destruction of two bridges and the strip’s only power 

station – have left 700,000 people without power and threaten to cut off 

water to 1.3 million Gazans. 

 

 

The actions have been condemned as “collective punishment” by human 

rights groups and by the British Foreign Office. 

 

Mr Rejev rejected the allegations, saying that in warfare civilian 

infrastructure is a “legitimate target”.  He said the attack on the power 

station, like the destruction of two bridges, was designed to make it more 

difficult for Corporal Shalit’s captors to move him from place to place. 

 

Militants want Israel to free more than 8000 Palestinian prisoners in return 

for the corporal. 

 

Palestinians said their attacks were in response to an Israeli blockade that 

has plunged the enclave into poverty and led to a big increase in civilian 

deaths. 


