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Scientists worldwide were doubtless relieved earlier this year to learn the results 
of inquiries into the integrity of controversial research on climate history at the 

University of East Anglia (UEA) and at Penn State University. Various panels reported 
finding no credible evidence that the principal researchers whose conduct had been 
questioned, Philip Jones of UEA and Michael Mann of Penn State, had engaged in the 
suppression of data or any other deliberate scientific malpractice. The findings came 
despite some troubling comments and requests in the thousands of e-mails to and 
from UEA’s Climatic Research Unit that persons unknown hacked and made public 
last November. (As this article was written, additional inquiries were ongoing.) Yet it 
would be a mistake to suppose that this damaging controversy therefore carries no 
lessons for scientific conduct. Biologists, perhaps more than other researchers, would 
be wise to think hard about other findings from the investigations into “climategate.”

A panel chaired by Ron Oxburgh, charged with looking into research at the Climatic 
Research Unit, found it “very surprising that research in an area that depends so heavily 
on statistical methods has not been carried out in close collaboration with professional 
statisticians,” and recommended involving a much wider scientific group. Moreover, 
Oxburgh reported that the “dedicated if slightly disorganized” researchers at the 
unit accepted “that they should have devoted more attention in the past to archiving 
data and algorithms and recording exactly what they did.” The conclusion is given 
extra force by the fact, noted by the panel, that research methodologies change over 
time. Oxburgh’s panel further observed that there were “important and unresolved 
questions” about the availability of environmental data sets and the use of Freedom of 
Information Act requests by third parties to access such data. A parliamentary report 
similarly cleared the unit of scientific malpractice, but found it “should have been 
more open” with raw data that it had permission to make public.

An inquiry at Penn State launched after the disclosure of the e-mails—although 
finding no evidence that Mann deleted or concealed any information, and noting that 
the National Academy of Sciences had previously found his research to fall within 
accepted practice—nonetheless declined to make a finding on the allegation that 
Mann had “seriously deviated from accepted practices for proposing, conducting, or 
reporting research or other scholarly activities.” It established a separate investigative 
committee to look at that question, since it hinged on undefined norms of acceptable 
faculty behavior.

Researchers funded by the public purse presumably are aware that their work 
is subject to scrutiny, but worldwide instantaneous communications as well as 
ever-changing technology and statistical methods raise the bar for good research 
conduct. It is clear that an international blow-up can result when researchers 
in a disputatious field make themselves targets for criticism. Biology—which is 
often based on incomplete data sets of diverse origins—is as vulnerable as any 
science to damaging controversy. As the costs of climate change and its preventive 
measures spread around the globe, scrutiny will probably only increase. Savvy 
practitioners will want to take heed and make clear to colleagues, students, and 
the public that their procedures and data are thoroughly documented and available 
for independent examination. Public trust in science could depend on it.

TIMOTHY M. BEARDSLEY
Editor in Chief

doi:10.1525/bio.2010.60.7.1

PUBLISHER
Richard T. O’Grady

EDITOR IN CHIEF
Timothy M. Beardsley

MANAGING EDITOR
Laura C. Sullivan

PEER REVIEW / EXTERNAL RELATIONS
Jennifer A. Williams

EDITOR
James Verdier

Editors: Eye on Education: Cathy Lundmark 
(educationoffice@aibs.org); Feature articles: Cathy 
Lundmark (features@aibs.org); Washington Watch: 
Robert E. Gropp (publicpolicy@aibs.org).
Editorial Board: Agriculture: Sonny Ramaswamy; 
Animal Behavior: Janice Moore; Animal Develop-
ment: Paula Mabee; Botany: Kathleen Donohue; 
Cell Biology: Randy Wayne; Ecology: Scott Collins, 
Daniel Simberloff; Ecotoxicology: Judith S. Weis; 
Education: Gordon E. Uno; Environmental 
Microbiology: Rita R. Colwell; Environmental 
Policy: Gordon Brown, J. Michael Scott; Evolution-
ary Biology: James Mallet; Genetics and Evolution: 
Martin Tracey; History and Philosophy: Richard 
M. Burian; Human Biology: David L. Evans; 
Invertebrate Biology: Kirk Fitzhugh; Landscape 
Ecology: Monica Turner; Mammalogy: David 
M. Leslie Jr.; Microbiology: Edna S. Kaneshiro; 
Molecular Biology: David Hillis; Molecular Evolu-
tion and Genomics: David Rand; Neurobiology: 
Cole Gilbert; Plant Development: Cynthia S. Jones; 
Policy Forum: Eric A. Fischer; Population Biology: 
Ben Pierce; Professional Biologist: Jean Wyld; 
Remote Sensing and Computation: Geoffrey M. 
Henebry; Statistics: Kent E. Holsinger; Vertebrate 
Biology: Harvey B. Lillywhite.
BioScience (ISSN 0006-3568; e-ISSN 1525-3244) is 
published 11 times a year (July/August combined) 
by the American Institute of Biological Sciences, 
1444 I Street, NW, Suite 200, Washington, DC 
20005, in collaboration with the University of 
California Press. Periodicals postage paid at 
Berkeley, CA, and additional mailing offices. 
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to BioScience,
University of California Press, Journals and Digital 
Publishing, 2000 Center Street, Suite 303, Berkeley, 
CA 94704-1223, or e-mail customerservice@
ucpressjournals.com. 
Membership and subscription: Individual mem-
bers, go to www.aibs.org/individual-membership
for benefits and services, membership rates, and 
back issue claims. Subscription renewal month 
is shown in the four-digit year-month code in 
the upper right corner of the mailing label. Insti-
tutional subscribers, go to www.ucpressjournals.
com or e-mail customerservice@ucpressjournals.
com. Out-of-print issues and volumes are avail-
able from Periodicals Service Company, 11 Main 
Street, Germantown, NY 12526-5635; telephone: 
518-537-4700; fax: 518-537-5899; Web site: www.
periodicals.com.
Advertising: For information about display and online 
advertisements and deadlines, e-mail adsales@
ucpressjournals.com. For information about classi-
fied placements and deadlines, contact Jennifer A. 
Williams, AIBS (jwilliams@aibs.org).
Copying and permissions notice: Authorization 
to copy article content beyond fair use (as specified 
in sections 107 and 108 of the US Copyright Law) 
for internal or personal use, or the internal or 
personal use of specific clients, is granted by the 
Regents of the University of California on behalf 
of AIBS for libraries and other users, provided that 
they are registered with and pay the specified fee 
through the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 
www.copyright.com. To reach the CCC’s Customer 
Service Department, call 1-978-750-8400 or e-mail 
info@copyright.com. For permission to distribute 
electronically, republish, resell, or repurpose 
material, and to purchase article offprints, use 
the CCC’s Rightslink service on Caliber at http://
caliber.ucpress.net. Submit all other permissions 
and licensing inquiries through the University of 
California Press’s Rights and Permissions Web site, 
www.ucpressjournals.com/reprintInfo.asp, or e-mail 
journalspermissions@ucpress.edu.
Abstracting and indexing: For complete abstract-
ing and indexing information, please visit 
www.ucpressjournals.com.
© 2010 American Institute of Biological Sciences. 
All rights reserved. Printed at Allen Press, Inc.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 28 Oct 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use


