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Canberra Skeptics Argos 7: Sept/Oct 2003

N.B.

· Next meeting Thursday 16th October

· Annual General Meeting
· Don't miss out on the Earth's birthday party − get in now!

The next function: Thursday 16th October 

The Wig and Pen night has been switched to the RSL next Thursday at 7.30pm.  You will have received multiple reminders (sorry about that one folks!) so it should be imprinted on your memories. Dr David Wilson will talk on Peppered Mothology and Mythinformation. I remember this was in the biology textbooks I used in the 1950s and am looking forward to hearing why these need to be rewritten. The discussion is always more lively when there is large, high IQ, audience involved, so spread the word.

Forthcoming events: Thursday 23 October 2003 (the Earth's birthday)  

We have decided to hold the Annual General Meeting and dinner at the Indian Affair in 64 Colbee Court, Philip. It is a BYO restaurant and prices are very reasonable (and the food and atmosphere are very good!). The AGM starts at 6.30 followed by dinner from 7.30 pm. After the dinner, there will be an opportunity for reading of skeptical poems by those present.  The AGM is open to all members of Canberra Skeptics, and voting to financial members.  The dinner is open to anyone of a skeptical persuasion.

If you are planning to be at the dinner, please email or phone me or Vicki Moss on 6296 4555 by 22 October.

Conference aftermath

The Conference was a great success − excellent speakers, great venue and very well attended.  Con-gratulations Canberrans on your being there, and many thanks to all those who helped in a variety of ways and a special thanks to those members of the Committee who put in so many long hours organizing it.

News from the Committee

At its last meeting the Committee decided to reduce the annual subscription to $8 ($5 concession) and $2 joining fee.  The Conference did not appear to make a loss and the increasing number of financial members means the expenditure load is being spread across more hip pockets. Part refunds are due to some members who joined recently.

There was discussion on this year's Bent Spoon Award; both Vicki Moss and I have personally apologized to Val Johanson about it and the matter is best forgotten.  I saw nothing in the News Media about it, apart from something in the Skeptic, and a report in the Canberra Times that QEII had been nominated.

The Committee will meet on Thursday 16th October. We welcome Jennie Louise back from Brisbane. Topics for consideration will be the AGM, nominations for next year's committee, School talks and Young Skeptics and Finances. Any members of Canberra Skeptics who would like to be considered for cooption onto the Committee should make the appropriate noises.

Please contact me by email, or phone me or Vicki on 6296 4555 if there are any issues you want raised at the meeting, if you wish to be deleted from our mailing list or if you know of someone who might wish to be added to it.
Letters

In response to the Aug Argos we received the following from Rosemary White (CSIRO Plant Industry)

Dear Pete,

Glanced briefly at Argos, and noted the apple pip poisoning anecdotes.  In a previous life as a lecturer, to amuse and interest students in botany lectures I used to tell them about various odd things to do with plants including plant poisons, such as cyanide in apple and other pips.  For the cyanide to be lethal, an adult would need to consume at least 2 cups of apple pips at a single sitting, and would need to chew them well to release the cyanide - no good swallowing them whole, they just come out the other end....  That's a lot of apples and the pips would be quite bitter, and I suspect the stomach would try to reject the chewed pips long before you chomped through them all.
Best regards,

Rosemary White

[This just goes to prove that some plants, having provided (at some considerable expense) a juicy reward to animals prepared to carry their seeds and deposit them at some distance in a nice dollop of manure, will take their revenge if the carrier chomps up their seeds in the process, so turning the carrier − should the latter's vomit reflexes fail − into a great big pile of compost for any unchomped seeds remaining].

Peter Raftos drew our attention to the following, which may be of interest to ghost hunters and didgeridoo players.

Soundless Music Shown to Produce Weird Sensations 
Sun September 7, 2003 07:09 PM ET   By Patricia Reaney, Manchester, England (Reuters) - Mysteriously snuffed out candles, weird sensations and shivers down the spine may not be due to the presence of ghosts in haunted houses but to very low frequency sound that is inaudible to humans. British scientists have shown in a controlled experiment that the extreme bass sound known as infrasound produces a range of bizarre effects in people including anxiety, extreme sorrow and chills − supporting popular suggestions of a link between infrasound and strange sensations. "Normally you can't hear it," Dr Richard Lord, an acoustic scientist at the National Physical Laboratory in England who worked on the project, said Monday (sic). Lord and his colleagues, who produced infrasound with a seven meter (yard) pipe and tested its impact on 750 people at a concert, said infrasound is also generated by natural phenomena. "Some scientists have suggested that this level of sound may be present at some allegedly haunted sites and so cause people to have odd sensations that they attribute to a ghost − our findings support these ideas," said Professor Richard Wiseman, a psychologist at the University of Hertfordshire in southern England. In the first controlled experiment of infrasound, Lord and Wiseman played four contemporary pieces of live music, including some laced with infrasound, at a London concert hall and asked the audience to describe their reactions to the music. The audience did not know which pieces included infrasound but 22 percent reported more unusual experiences when it was present in the music. Their unusual experiences included feeling uneasy or sorrowful, getting chills down the spine or nervous feelings of revulsion or fear. "These results suggest that low frequency sound can cause people to have unusual experiences even though they cannot consciously detect infrasound," said Wiseman, who presented his findings to the British Association science conference. Infrasound is also produced by storms, seasonal winds and weather patterns and some types of earthquakes. Animals such as elephants also use infrasound to communicate over long distances or as weapons to repel foes. "So much has been said about infrasound − it's been associated with just about everything from beam weapons to bad driving. It's wonderful to be able to examine the evidence," said Sarah Angliss, a composer and engineer who worked on the project. http://asia.reuters.com/newsArticle.jhtml?type=scienceNews&storyID=3401200.

Ramblings from the President − the Good Oil.

The other day I was pondering on the relationship between Patagonian Toothfish, the consistencey of butter left in the frig and matters of the heart. A love affair with either or both?  I hear the strangled cry. Well yes, and no − as we shall see.

Many years ago (late 1967 I think), following a lecture from an eminent ANU professor in clinical medicine on how a diet rich in fat was going to do nasty things to your heart, I was presumptuous enough (as a raw PhD student) to ask what the diet of the Eskimo was, and whether heart disease was a problem in these people. The answer, that Eskimos ate what all other North Americans consumed and it chiefly came out of tins, generated an audience chuckle and neatly side stepped the question. I suspect the answer was in fact that, prior to westernisation, the Eskimo ate huge amounts of fat and suffered no heart disease. So why may this be so?

It is not generally known that, with certain lipids at least, what we are is what we eat. If you eat a diet rich in unsaturated fatty acids your body incorporates these into its cell membranes basically unchanged.  In a recent review (Haag M. Essential fatty acids and the brain.  Can J Psychiatry. 2003 Apr; 48(3) 195-203) Haag stated, "The fatty acid composition of neuronal cell membrane phospholipids reflects their intake in the diet. The degree of a fatty acid's desaturation determines its 3-dimensional structure and, thus, membrane fluidity and function."  Now cells in the blood are pumped around the body from the heart through the arteries via capillaries to the veins and back to the heart. Blood cells traversing very narrow capillaries are literally squeezed through with considerable deformity of their shape. The flexibility of their membranes, as well as those of the cells lining the capillaries, is thus (in my opinion) important in dictating how much pressure will be needed to push them through.  And this is where butter and the Patagonian Toothfish come in. 

While I do not have a supply of Patagonian Toothfish oil, that derived from the liver of another deep (and hence cold) water fish − the cod − is readily purchasable in the supermarket (try the health food section) and permits the following experiment. [As true skeptics, dear readers, you will not accept my say so, so try it yourself]. Place the cod liver oil and butter in the frig overnight. Next day you will find the butter rock hard (the same applies to pork or beef dripping) while the cod liver oil is still liquid.  Just as well for the cod this is so, since it needs its cell membranes to be flexible where it lives in ocean depths at temperatures close to 40C. Cows, pigs and we humans, operate at 370C − at which temperature saturated fats like those in butter are sufficiently fluid for our needs. In my view, at 370C, the viscosity of an unsaturated fat (liquid at 40C) is likely to be less than the equivalent saturated fat. If we accept more flexible red cell membranes reduce blood pressure, eating fish is a Good Thing.

So the Pope's edict "thou shall eat fish on a Friday" has some merit. It was nothing really to do with one of the Disciples being a fisherman. Empirically our ancestors had probably observed that regular consumption of fish was essential for good health. And so it became law. Probably it had little to do with reducing blood pressure but more to do with the fact that we cannot make certain unsaturated fatty acids ourselves.  These essential fatty acids are, like vitamins, derived from our diet. A recent (April 2003) report on the 1995 Australian National Nutrition Survey (Meyer BJ et al Dietary intakes and food sources of omega-6 and omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids. Lipids 38(4) 391-398) tells us that the median intake of omega-3 long-chain poly unsaturated fatty acids of the 10,851 Australian adults surveyed was well below the minimum recommended daily requirement of 0.2 g per day. Seafood, meat and eggs were the main sources (71%, 20% and 6% respectively). So the report in the Canberra Times a couple of weeks ago that we are running out of fish is worrying.

Can aquaculture come to the rescue?  Farmed tuna are fed pilchards. [The latter, imported from South America for the South Australian tuna farms, are believed to have introduced a virulent herpes virus that caused a mass killing of our native pilchards a few years ago.] At least these farmed tuna will be consuming fish oil in their diet. But what about farmed trout and prawns? These are fed on pellets derived from fish, cattle or chicken offal and vegetable protein/oil. The aquaculture industry is concerned about the levels of omega-3 long-chain polyunsaturated fats in farmed trout and commercial pellets contain adequate levels at present. But what happens when the fish for the fish pellets runs out? 

Other essential dietary fats are omega-6 polyunsaturated fatty acids. Plants − and animals living off them − serve as our dietary source. Many plants need to function at temperatures well below 370C so presumably this is why the make them. Place samples of canola oil, olive oil, mixed vegetable oil and evening primrose oil in the frig. [The latter may be obtained in gelatine capsules (or, for vegetarians, in agar capsules) from the local pharmacy or naturopath]. Which do you reckon went solid?  In my experiment, only Centanni brand extra virgin olive oil (from Aldi) did. Now shift all samples to the freezer at −250C. Which now will go solid? With the sole exception of the evening primrose oil, all went solid, including cod liver oil. So now you know why the alternative medicine industry raves on about evening primrose oil − eat enough, and you'll survive a night in the deep freeze.

Seriously though, fish oils and evening primrose oil are being touted as cures for various inflammatory conditions − in particular arthritis. So is there any basis for these claims? Essential long chain polyunsaturated fatty acids are precursors for prostaglandins, which are involved in inflammatory responses.  As reviewed by Haag (op. cit.) prostaglandins derived from omega-6 fatty acids have a higher inflammatory potential compared with those derived from omega-3 fatty acids. However Cochrane reviews of the literature (http://www.update-software.com/Cochrane/abstract.htm) − which take a critical look at methodology − concluded there is little evidence to support dietary intake of fish oil being able to improve asthma, type-2 diabetes, secondary dysmenorrhoea, or cystic fibrosis. I found no Cochrane review relating to fish oil and osteoarthritis.

So back to the original question of what do Eskimo eat?  In the past, before contact with Europeans, they survived the long winter months on fish, and the flesh and blubber of seals. I do not know whether the latter has ever been analysed but I bet it reflects the lipids found in the diet of seals, namely cold-water fish.  So maybe the Eskimo had a diet rich in unsaturated fish oil cycled, in part, through seals. The Japanese are not great consumers of dairy products. So maybe the reason the Japanese, of all peoples, have the longest life expectancy is because their diet is rich in unsaturated fat from vegetable and marine sources: or maybe there are other reasons, which relate to present health care on top of a previous high infant mortality. But that's for a future Ramblings.

Pete Griffith

13 October 2003

