
Professor of complementary medicine resigns to save
his research unit at Peninsula Medical School
Geoff Watts

London

Peninsula Medical School is about to advertise for a successor
to Edzard Ernst, Britain’s first professor of complementary and
alternative medicine. The action would seem to allay doubts
raised about the future of the Exeter based research unit after
Professor Ernst’s resignation earlier this year. “This is
important,” he says. “We are probably the only unit worldwide
taking the critical evaluation of complementary medicine
seriously.”
Professor Ernst was appointed to his chair in 1993. Initially
funded by a grant from the Laing Foundation, recent years have
found him struggling to get sufficient cash from outside sources
to keep going. The university, he says, has shown little
enthusiasm for trying to raise money on his behalf.
Responding to suggestions that he might have found it easier
to get money if so many of his reports had not been so negative
about alternative medicine, Professor Ernst said that he has
simply reported what he has found. “A negative result, from
my perspective, is a positive result as long as it’s good science,”
he said.
How far Professor Ernst’s much publicised disagreements with
Prince Charles over homoeopathy, the integration of
complementary medicine within the NHS, and other such
matters have influenced potential funders is a matter of
speculation. But whatever the connection, if any, Peninsula
Medical School’s agreement to continue funding a chair in
complementary medicine came after Professor Ernst’s decision
to resign it.
He suspects that his decision to step down may have been the
price to be paid for the continuation of the Exeter research unit.
He is now emeritus, and working only half time for the medical

school. But he expresses confidence in Peninsula’s current dean,
Steve Thornton, who was appointed last year.
Although Professor Ernst will play no part in the appointment
of his successor, he suggests that as well as being good
scientists, candidates will need to be good fund raisers and
possess a talent for diplomacy, which he feels that he himself
lacks.
He also warns against any acceptance of Prince Charles’s ideas
on integrated medicine, describing this enterprise as “a
smokescreen to smuggle unproven or disproven treatments into
the NHS.”
Looking back over some of the issues that have been explored
during his 18 years at Exeter he identifies several messages for
anyone with a critical interest in the field. They are: that snake
oil salesmen and pseudo-science are ubiquitous and dangerous;
that science is a necessary but not sufficient tool to minimise
harm; and that scientists need the help of journalists to put their
message over.
Reflecting on a career of controversy and periodic libel threats
he has no regrets, even though things have not turned out quite
as he had imagined. “I thought Exeter was going to be a quiet
place and a quiet life,” he says. “What I hadn’t counted on was
the immense interest the British press takes in alternative
medicine.”
And he does dislike one term that journalists have often applied
to him: quackbuster. “I don’t see myself as a quackbuster,” he
insists. “I see myself as a scientist.”
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