Sunday Telegraph

sunday, October 25, 1998

Page 9

THE PRESS Complaints
Commizsion has rejected a
complaint by Ash, the anti-
smoking group, againsi The
Sunday Telegraph over an
article on the links between
passive smoking and lung
Cancer.

On Mzarch 8, this news-
paper revealed that the
World Health Organisation
(WHO) had published an
abstract of a l0year study
inte the effects of passive
smoking. It reported that the
study had found no statisti
cally significant link
between lung cancer and
passive smoking,

The article was headlined
“Passive smoking doesn't
canse cancer — official®™.
ASH (Action on Smoking
and Health) complained that
the headline and an accom-
panying editorial contained
inaccuracies. It said that The
Sunday Telegraph had
wrongly interpreted the
WHO statistics,

Clive Bates, the director of
Ash, said the study had
shown Wpositive correlation
but, on account of the small
sample size, it was not possi-
ble to show with 95 per cent
confidence that there was a
definite link.

The Sunday Telegraph
defended its coverage as fair
and accurate, [t $aid that the
study had found no statisti-
cally significant link and that
this hiad been summed up in
the headline.

[a itz adjudication, the
commission said that in sub-
sequent oditions the news-
paper had reporied criti-
cisms of the original articles,

It said that the newspaper
had wndertaken to publish a
further article after the full
report — it was publizhed
earlier this month — and
invited the WHO to submit a
letter for publication,

“"Howewver, before the
WHO had responded, the full
report was published and the
newspaper fullflled s ear-
dier commitment by publish.
ing the story headlined
‘Study fails to link passive
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smoking with cancer’,

“The article also gquoted
from the complainant®s press
release and said that his [Mr
Bates's] original objection
had largely been about the
headline ‘Passive smoking
doesn't cause cancer = offi
cial’, The piece explained
that the word “official’
related to the provenance of
the research — the WHO.

The commission said “it
considered that the most
sensible way of resolving the
matter was for the editor 1o
publish & further piece when
the study was published,
which he had done,

“The commission, in
examining the entire cover
age of the report, therefore
considered that the sub-
stance of the complaint by
ASH had bheen resolved

... The complaint was moi '

upheld.”

Doming Lawsoen, editor of
The Sundey Telegraph, said:
“Maturally I'm pleased that
the Press Complaints Com-
mission has decided that The
Sunday Telegreph did not
breach the Code’ of Practice
in respect of accuracy,

W at no stage said either
that smoking itselfl was nol
harmful nor that passive
smoking could not cause
bronchial problems in small
children.

“We obviously stand by
our original story that offi.
cial WHO statistics have
found no significant correla-
tion belwesn passive smok-
ing and lung cancer and [
hope that ASH will in future
campaign about the real
damage caused by smoking
rather than imaginary
damage.™

Amanda Sandiord, the
research manager for ASH,
said last might: "We find this
ruling totally unsatisfactory.
We continue to believe that
The Sundey Telegraph's origi-
nal report was inaccurabe. As
far as we are concerned the
matier is not resolved, ™
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" When scientific fashion

based on an elemen:
tary logical ermor ...
dupes of the tabacco industey
it shows deep disrespect
and contempt for readers,
whi have been misled and fet
down by the reporting of this
issue.”" Those were some of
the reactions when The Sun-
day Telegraph reported that a
study by the World Health
Orrganisation had failed to find
a statistically significant link
betwien passive smoking and
lung cancer. Mr Clive Bates,
diractor of Action on Smoking
and Health, comprlained to the
Press Complaints Commis-
sion that this newspaper had
breached the commission’s
code on accuracy. His come
plaint developed from -
curate, distorted and mislead-
g™ e “grossly inaccurate,
distorted and misleading™.
Last week the commession
announced the result of its
investigation and hearing into
ASH's complaint. The com-
muission sensibly insisted that
it could not take a view on
whether or not passive smok-
ing caused lung cancer, But it
concluded that The Sunday
Teiegraph had not distorted
the conclusions of the WHO

‘ I MACCURATE, dis-
torted, misleading ...

study. It therefore decided not |

1o uphold ASH's complaint.

AEZH, which up uniil now
has imstamily published all
correspondence with the oem-
mission on the internet, has
ned put the adjudication on its
imernet site, despite promis-
ing to do 50 as 5001 a5 1l was
apnounced. A spokesman
says that ASH “'does mot
apcept’ the commission’s rl-
ing. That j& depressing, but
perhaps not very surprising.
ASH exists to lobby public
opinion against smoking, 1t 18
a pressure groug, and as such
it 15 not likely to take a neatral
vigw of the evidencoe.

What 15 more startling 15
the way that many distin-
guished figures from the med-
ical and scientific establish-
ment share ASH's attitude.
The WHO study not meraly
fatled to find a stanstically
significant relationship
bBetween lung cancer and pas-

sive smoking; it also found a
statistically significant dimi-
nulion in lung cancer in chil-
dren whese parents smoked, 3
fact that The Sundoy Teler
graph reported. The Bridish
Modical Jowrnal accused The
Sunday Telegraph of
“paivety’” and of failing to
understand the obvious fact:
passive smoking causes lung
cancer. Despite the fact that
its own study stated that i
had mot found a statistically
stgmificant link between piase
sive smoking and lung cancer,
scientists from WHO said that
itz study had been misre-
ported: passive smoking
causes lung cancer. Even
Kenneth Calman, who up
until last month was Britain’s
Chief Medical Officer,
stressed that “passive smioks
g cavses lung cancer™,

That conclusion is nel Suge
ported by WHO's official
study, deliversd to the organi-
sation's director, Gro Brundt-
land. Of course, fulure work
may demaensirate that passive
smoking decs cause lung can-
cer. But the WHO study does
not, That soedy, the largest
ever undertaken in Eurape,
was commissioned by WHO
in the expectation that it
would establish the link
between passive smoking and
lung cancer. WHC chose the
number of peaple involved —
2,000 = specifically because
they believed it would be
large ensugh to show up the
relationship between second.
hand smoke and lung cancer
unequivocally. It didn’t.

What is the appropriate res-
ponse to such a finding? The
rational response is surely nod
simply to discount it and say it
doesn’t matter — that it must
e wrong because we Ko
that passive smoking Causes
lung cancer. Yet surprisingly
that seems to have been the
characteristic response of
many of the axperts,

It 15 2 natural human failing
to discount evidence that does

nob accord wiath your precons
ceived opinions. But scienoe
i% bazed on overcoming that
pervasive human failing. The
development of new scientific
theories depends on investi-
gators being willing to énter-
tain hypotheses that contra-
dict orthodoxy, and on the
ability b change beliefs as the
evidence changes. You would
expect the WHO hinding to
have penerated at least sowme
SCEpUlICIS among scientists
about the preposition that
passive smoking Causes lung
canmcer, even if the praor evi-
demce for the connection was
strong,

Bt the prior evidence was
not particularly strong. Most
of the previous studies did nod
find a statistically significan
conneclion between passive
smoking and lung cancer
either. A study that put all the
previously published studies
together and analysed them
did find such a connection —
but results oblained in that
way, which invelves a good
deal of statistical manipula
tion, are usually thought to be
less than completely reliable,
It is established
practice to dig

goes up 1n smoke

overhead pylons do not cause
leukemia.

Why, then, isn't there more
seeplicism about whether the
link between passive smoking
and lung cancer has been
established? Why has there
been such a concerted
attempt o discredit The Sun-
day Telegraph merely for
accirately reporting WI‘E'U'
research that found mo statis
tically significant basis for
that link?

You can't get anyvibing more
politically incorrect than
tobacco — apart, of course,
from tobacco companies. And
the WHO report's negative
finding was certainly wel-
comed by the tobacce com-
panies. Tobacco companies
toanufacture the only produoct
on the market that will kill a
high proportion of people who
use it exactly as those com-
panies intend. They have con
sistently denjed the fact that
cigarettes cause lung cancer
and heart disease in peaple
who smolke them, lied about
their own scientific research
which proved it maore thams 30
vears ago, and bullied, intimi-
dated and
attempted to

count such a

brbe conscicn-

result if one Lig s tiouws

trial Fails to repe ASH 154 researchers,
licate il:.'.l'l;:nt 15 ress e Enn:u: ]:f-u} l]:zn.::drg
whit ap- LI avd 4 m
pemed, for p concerted
campleinthe  group,and - atennts o
alleged connec- 3 rettes to chil-
tion between a5 Sllﬂh 1t dren, the most

leukemia and
overhead
pylons:
although an
analysis of

is not likely
to take

vilnerable and
easily addicted
group in the
population,
Still, the nas-

ol e aneutral oo
link one large view rove.that pas
replicate. than of the wauses Tung
result, The pre- . cancer. In fact,
yaliog view  evidence  fefuing “whan
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soever o do with the other
the truth about passive smak.
ing and cancer is et going to
be discovered by meditating
of the awfulmess of tobaccoe
campanias, ne rmatter how
long and keard that tophe is dis-
cuaggisd,

But, amazingly, the res
ponse 10 The Sundmy Tede
graph's repert shows that is
exactly the way some scien
tists seem to think: if a
research finding tums oul to
be in the interests of tohaoco
companies, that’s enough to
prove it can't be true. i
dacsn’t matter hiow reputable
o independent the research
which led to it. The tobaceo
companies welcomed the
result of the WHO study.
Tobagoo campanies are hon
rible. Therefore, the WHD
stady can be discounted,
QED. Falling forthat f-ll]a-l:l}' it
the essence of unsclentific,
indeed illogical, thinking. But
paint that out, and it samply
proves that you are a "dupe of
the pabaced industry™,

There is a further explana
tion for why there @5 2 deep
relugtance to acknowledge
that the link between passive
smokmg and lung cancer has
mat yet been cdablished. The
best argament for continuing
to permnit smoRing in public
places 15 the liberal one which
maintains that people should
bez free ta oo things that banm
themselves, provided they do
mak harm anyoae ¢lse in the
peocess, 11 passive sosoking
ranses lung capcer, that
wionld be one wiay 00 destnoy
that argument, and =0 o end
raleration of smoking. 0t
sould transform smobkers
Tom being merely reckless,
pto being actively  murder-
me, For campaigners, the
iefulness 1o tha cause of
inking passive smoking fo
UAE cAnSer masang thare is an
werwhelming templation to
pssurme that link must exist —
prespective of Lhe evideno:
or OF Aganst it

Once again, the commit-
rmeedil of the zealots renders
them incapable of a digpas-
signate view of the evidence,
That's what seems to bhave
hapspened 1o Tessa Joweli, the
Health Minister, who origi-
nally wanted to ingpose & blan-
ket ban on smoking in all pub-
lic places — af attitude which
makes sense if vouw think
sripkers Rill others by their
labit, but not otherwise,

There & a pedectly good
civse for the less dmstic steg of
banning smaking at waork
or in sections of bars and res-
tavrants — amd it does ot
require anyoas to twist the
facts. Passive smoking cen
canse bronchial prablems,
particularly in asthooatics.
Smokers also cause immense
irritation 1 people whoe don’t
share their habil. Noo-smok-

€F5 p0wW comprse thie majorty |

of BEritain's population, and
Uy do oot bave 1o walt 39
yaurs Lo discover the unpleas-
ant effects of smaoke,

The response to the WIID
study, amad 10 The Sundey Tede
greph's reporting of It, reveals
the extont to which scientists
geem o b willing o ignoee oF
discount cvidence when it
suits Them, Siace many
aspacts of public policy, from
regulations aver the food
industry to airline safety, are

based on advice from scisn- |

tists, that is extremely alarm-
ing. In honw many olher sreas
1% evibence being ignosed or
dismissed because it doesn
fit with the prevailing ortho-
dony? Science and scientists
have immense prestige. We
trust them to be supremely
ration#] = we have to,
because their conclusions
contrel our lives and much of
aur maney, yel for the mos
part, wi do not have the time
ar the abiliy to soratinise the
conclusions they come to,

The reaction of many scien.
tists to the WHO report sug-
gests that that trust may w
be enticely merited. “Mon-
keys can put two and two
togeher” read a headline last
waek, Unforfunately it seems
that quite a lot of scientists
can't. That has menacing
implications for the rest of us.
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