
The Editor  
The Vancouver Sun  
2250 Granville Street  
Vancouver, B.C. Canada V6H 3G2 
 
Dear Sir   
 
I am currently in New Zealand on leave from my position at the University 
of British Columbia, but one of my colleagues sent me a copy of the article, 
`` $32,000 hummingbird study for the birds, MP fumes'', by Peter O'Neil 
which appeared on page 12 of the April 20/95 edition of the Vancouver Sun.  
As a statistical scientist, I am not qualified to comment directly on the 
challenge reportedly issued by Reform party MP Randy White for a 
justification for ``spending even one cent on studying the behavior of 
hummingbirds''.  However, it may interest Mr. White and your readers to 
know that this very program of basic research has had spin-offs in quite 
unexpected directions.  Several years ago, one of Professor Gass's Ph.D. 
students contacted the Statistical Consulting and Research Laboratory at the 
Department of Statistics at UBC for assistance in analyzing the results of 
learning experiments she had carried out with hummingbirds. In response, 
one of my students developed some new statistical methodology for 
analyzing such experiments. The spin-offs result from the fact that this same 
methodology can be used in a great variety of other situations. For example, 
this methodology is currently being used to gain a better understanding of 
the action of a new therapy (interferon beta-1b), which was recently 
approved, by the U.S. Food and Drug administration for the treatment of 
multiple sclerosis.  Examples of research in one area providing spin-offs in 
quite unrelated areas and in entirely unexpected directions are quite 
common. Most progress can be expected when scientists who are driven to 
search for new knowledge are provided with the time and other resources to 
pursue their interests.  
 
Yours sincerely,   
John Petkau  
Department of Statistics  
University of British Columbia  
 
 


