
DNA databases shut after 
identities compromised 
Several DNA databases run by the 
US National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
in Bethesda, Maryland, the Wellcome 
Trust in London and the Broad Institute 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, were closed 
to public access last week after researchers 
showed it is possible to extract the 
supposedly confidential identities of the 
patients involved. The databases list the 
frequencies of small DNA variations called 
single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) 
from patient groups.

In the August issue of PLoS Genetics, 
Nils Homer and his colleagues describe a 
method to mine individual SNP profiles 
from complex mixtures, even if the person’s 
DNA is only 0.1% of the total. The method 
could be useful for ensuring patients are not 
listed twice when scientists combine data 
sets, as well as in forensic science.

The NIH has not identified any patient 
privacy violations, and points out that to 
identify a particular patient, one would 
need his or her genetic profile. Researchers 
will now have to apply for data access at the 
individual level, as they do for study data.

Bubble-fusion researcher 
loses misconduct appeal
Nuclear engineer Rusi Taleyarkhan has 
been stripped of his named professorship at 
Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana, 
following the results of a misconduct inquiry 
into his bubble-fusion research. 

Having lost an appeal against the 
university’s misconduct ruling, Taleyarkhan 
is banned from having graduate students 
for three years, and loses the title ‘Arden 
L. Bement Jr Professor of Nuclear 

Engineering’, along with annual resources of 
$25,000 that come with it. He will, however, 
remain on the faculty and have his situation 
reviewed in three years. 

According to an investigation report 
released on 18 July, Taleyarkhan’s 
misconduct involved two falsifications of the 
research record. In a recent e-mail to Nature, 
Taleyarkhan denies both charges, calling the 
findings “grossly inappropriate” and adding, 
“the two allegations for which misconduct 
was concluded have nothing to do with the 
science of bubble nuclear fusion”. He also 
questions the sanctions, given that “a duly 
constituted committee in 2006 looking at 
these same two issues” exonerated him.
For a longer version of this story, see http://tinyurl.
com/5mqyhn

‘No pollution effects’ from 
Chinese chemical explosion
An explosion that killed 20 people last week 
at a chemical plant in Yizhou, in the southern 
Chinese province of Guangxi, poses no 
further threat, according to preliminary 
surveys by the Chinese health ministry.

The cause of the 26 August explosion 
is under investigation. Liu Xiongmin, 
an engineer specializing in disaster 
management at Guangxi University in 
Nanning, says the explosion may have been 
caused by a chemical leak coupled with very 
hot temperatures that day, which reached 
36 °C. The plant produced polyvinyl acetate, 
carbide and vinyl acetate.

The explosion destroyed the five-storey 
plant as well as nearby houses. Liu says that 
of the bulk chemicals used at the plant, 
ethanol was mostly burned in the explosion 
and methyl alcohol does not seem to have 
escaped in large amounts. Reportedly, none 
of the 60 people injured in the blast had 
toxic reactions.

Alaska’s polar bears trigger 
lawsuit from industry 
Five industry groups are disputing the US 
decision to list the polar bear as a threatened 
species. Last week, they filed suit in federal 
court to attempt to change the text of the 
listing that says business projects in Alaska 
— but no other state — must undergo 
reviews of their greenhouse-gas emissions.

The American Petroleum Institute, the US 
Chamber of Commerce, the National Mining 
Association, the National Association of 
Manufacturers and the American Iron and 
Steel Institute say the listing unfairly singles 
out Alaskan businesses. 

It is the latest legal challenge to the May 
listing of the polar bear. The state of Alaska, 
led by governor and presumptive vice-
presidential candidate Sarah Palin, has sued 
the government over the decision, saying it 
harms oil and gas exploration in the state. 
For its part, the environmental group the 
Center for Biological Diversity, which 
pushed for the original listing, is suing to get 
the polar bear upgraded from ‘threatened’ 
to ‘endangered’.

‘YouTube for test tubes’ 
to be listed on PubMed 
The Journal of Visualized Experiments 
(JoVE) has announced that its online video 
protocols will be indexed in the popular 
US National Library of Medicine 
repositories MEDLINE and PubMed. 

Founder and chief executive Moshe 
Pritsker views the MEDLINE–PubMed 
listing as a sign that the scientific community 
has accepted video-based publications. “It 
was a very important decision for us, and for 
scientific publishing,” he says. 

Since JoVE was founded in 2006 with 
support from an angel investor, the journal 
has published more than 200 videos, most 
produced by professional videographers. 
It aims to improve the reproducibility 
of scientific results by using videos to 
clarify subtle experimental details. The 
journal was itself an experiment in video 
publishing and remains the only video-
based scientific journal.

Mars rover climbs out of crater to focus on plains
Almost a year after it drove into the Victoria 
Crater on Mars, NASA’s Opportunity rover 
last week made its way back out. Opportunity 
left by the same route it entered by, allowing it 
to study its old tracks (pictured) for any signs 
of changes during the past 11 months. 

During its time in the 800-metre-wide, 
70-metre-deep crater, the rover took 
detailed photographs of rocky outcrops 
and conducted chemical analyses that 
suggest the crater was once soaked in water. 
Opportunity will next study rocks strewn 
across the surrounding plains. Scientists 
hope that these represent several types of 
rock scattered by earlier impacts.

Opportunity has spent more than 1,600 
martian days exploring and is showing its age. Its robotic arm is kept permanently extended owing to 
fears about the health of its ‘shoulder’ motor, and engineers recently noted an electric-current spike 
similar to that seen in Opportunity’s twin rover Spirit shortly before it lost the use of one of its wheels.
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