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SCIENCE

Temporary exhibits
n Ocean photography
“Deeper Than Light” shines a light 
on the specimens, photography, 
art, models and multimedia used to 
document the two-month expedition 
of the Norwegian research vessel 
G.O. Sars to explore the marine life 
of the northern Atlantic Ocean in 
2004. To May 23. National Museum 
of Natural History, 10th Street and 
Constitution Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

n Darwin’s theories
“Since Darwin: 
The Evolution 
of Evolution” 
explores the role 
that Darwin’s 
theories played 
in explaining and 
unifying biological 
sciences. To July 
18. National Mu-
seum of Natural 
History, 10th Street and Constitution 
Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

n Yup’ik way of life
“Yuungnaqpiallerput (The Way 
We Genuinely Live): Masterworks 
of Yup’ik Science and Survival” 
recognizes how the Yup’ik way of 
life — both past and present — is 
grounded in deep spiritual values 
and sound scientifi c principles. To 
July 25. National Museum of Natural 
History, 10th Street and Constitution 
Avenue NW. mnh.si.edu

Events
n Space exploration lecture
Ronald Greeley will give a lecture 
titled “Give and Take: The Story of 
Martian Winds” at 8 p.m. April 7 at 
the Lockheed Martin Imax Theater, 
National Air and Space Museum, 
Independence Avenue SW and 
Sixth Street. Visit nasm.si.edu.

n ‘The Case for Pluto’
Learn more about our former 
smallest planet from 6:30 to 
8 p.m. April 15 at the Marian 
Koshland Science Museum, The 
National Academies, 500 Fifth 
St. NW. In “The Case for Pluto,” 
MSNBC science editor Alan Boyle 
shows that the history of planetary 
science never did run smoothly. 
Book signing to follow. Cost is $7, 
$5 for students. Advance ticket 
purchase is recommended. Call 
202-334-1201 or e-mail ksm@nas.
edu to purchase tickets. Visit 
koshland-science-museum.org.

Ask an Expert series
n Green generations
“One World Rising: 1970 and the 
First ‘Earth Day’” will run from noon 
to 12:15 p.m. April 7 at the Looking 
at Earth exhibit in Gallery 110, 
National Air and Space Museum,  
Independence Avenue SW and Sixth 
Street. Free, parking is $15. Call 202-
633-2214 or visit nasm.si.edu. 

Want to see your event listed here?
sschwartz@washingtonexaminer.com

EVENTSNEWS IN BRIEF

‘Life’ makes waves
Discovery Channel’s “Life” 

series highlights the different 
species living among us. At 8 
p.m. Sunday, mammals take 
center stage. Watch a hump-
back whale during a heat run, 
see a Sengi outwitting a lizard 
and fi nd out what an aye-aye is. 
To learn more, visit dsc.discov-
ery.com/tv/life.  – Sara Schwartz

ON YOUR TV

FORENSIC SCIENCE

NUCLEAR SCIENCE
Geneva atom smasher 
to try record collisions
GENEVA – Operators of the world’s 
largest atom smasher said Tuesday 
they will try in a week to collide pro-
ton beams at record high energy in 
a new bid to discover secrets of the 
universe.

The European Organization for 
Nuclear Research says beams have 
been circulating in the Large Hadron 
Collider at 3.5 trillion electron volts 
since Friday, 3 1/2 times higher than 
the previous record set late last year. 
The operators have kept the beams 
apart, but they will attempt to collide 
them on Tuesday. – AP

ENVIRONMENT
Bees are in more trouble 
than ever after bad winter
MERCED, CALIF. – The mysterious 
four-year-old crisis of disappearing 
honeybees is deepening. A quick 
federal survey indicates a heavy bee 
die-off this winter, while a new study 
shows honeybees’ pollen and hives 
laden with pesticides.

Two federal agencies along with 
regulators in California and Canada 
are scrambling to fi gure out what is 
behind this relatively recent threat, 
ordering new research on pesticides 
used in fi elds and orchards. Federal 
courts are weighing in this month, 
ruling that the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency overlooked a 
requirement when allowing a pesti-
cide on the market. – AP

OCEANOGRAPHY
Disputed Bay of Bengal 
isle disappears into sea
NEW DELHI – For nearly 30 years, 
India and Bangladesh have argued 
over control of a tiny rock island in 
the Bay of Bengal. Now rising sea 
levels have resolved the dispute for 
them: The island’s gone.

New Moore Island in the Sun-
derbans has been completely 
submerged, said oceanographer 
Sugata Hazra, a professor at 
Jadavpur University in Calcutta. Its 
disappearance has been confi rmed 
by satellite imagery and sea patrols, 
he said. – AP

MATHEMATICS
Texas professor wins 
Norway’s Abel Prize
OSLO – An American professor at the 
University of Texas, Austin, has won 
the $1 million Abel Prize for math-
ematics. The prize jury praises John 
Tate as “a prime architect” of number 
theory, a branch of mathematics that 
has played a key role in the develop-
ment of modern computers.

The award citation issued 
Wednesday says Tate “has truly left 
a conspicuous imprint on modern 
mathematics.” – AP

Microbes on people’s 
fi ngers and hands leave 
a distinctive trail 
By Victoria Stern
Special to The Examiner

W
ho knew that the one 
time you checked Face-
book to stalk your ex at 
your friend’s house had 

you leaving a telltale bacterial trail 
behind you?

Although it may sound far-fetched, 
the bacterial DNA that resides on 
human skin may someday be used 
for legal evidence in the courtroom. 
In a paper published online on March 
15, Noah Fierer and his team at the 
University of Colorado, Boulder, 
revealed that the microbes on peo-
ple’s fi ngers and hands leave a trail 
distinctive enough to identify who 
touched a particular object.

“Theoretically, as long as the DNA 
sequencing is very comprehensive, 
we could identify a person from 
their unique bacterial fi ngerprint 
with absolute certainty,” says Martin 
Blaser, a microbiologist at New York 
University who was not involved in 
the study. 

Previous studies have found 
that our fi ngers and hands harbor 
an enormous diversity of bacte-
ria — about 100 kinds of microbes 
typically grow on human skin. In 
addition, bacterial communities stay 
constant over time. For example, 
soap and hand sanitizers kill many 
bacteria on the palm and fi ngers, but 
the remaining microbes can restore 
the original composition of bacteria 
within hours.

In the current study, Fierer’s team 
proposed that it may be possible to 
take advantage of microbial diversity 

on human skin to identify a person. 
He and his colleagues swabbed keys 
from three computer keyboards, 
extracting as much bacterial DNA as 
possible. After matching the microbe 
communities on the keys to those on 
the fi ngertips of the computer own-
ers, they were able to determine the 
owner of each keyboard.

Fierer also tried swabbing a 
computer mouse and comparing 
the bacteria on the mouse with a 
database of microbial fi ngerprints 
from more than 250 hands, includ-
ing the hand of the mouse owner. He 
obtained, on average, 1,400 bacterial 
gene sequences per sample and was 

able to match the microbial fi nger-
print on the mouse to its proper 
owner. The team also successfully 
analyzed bacterial DNA two weeks 
after it had been left on a surface. 
The fi ndings appear in the early 
online edition of Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences. 

 Although bacterial fi ngerprint-
ing is an enticing option, human 
DNA forensics and fi ngerprint 
identifi cation are way ahead of the 
game, Blaser says. The United States 
government already maintains 
large human DNA and fi ngerprint 
databases as well as technology to 
sequence and categorize data for 
easy retrieval, all of which would 
need to be developed for microbes.

“Fierer’s work is still preliminary, 
but the techniques are solid and show 
promise,” Blaser says. “With more 
time, bacterial fi ngerprinting may 
make its way into the courtroom.” 
Until then, the jury is out.

Crimes committed under microscope

on human skin to identify a person. 

Surf the Web
To read Noah Fierer and his team’s 
work, visit the March 15 edition of 
Proceedings of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences at pnas.org.

PHOTOS.COM

Think all you left behind is fi ngerprints? A new study says that the bacterial DNA that 
resides on people’s skin may someday be used for legal evidence in the courtroom. 

Scientists ponder DNA 
discovery from Siberia 

NEW YORK – In the latest use of DNA 
to investigate the story of human-
kind, scientists have decoded 
genetic material from an unidenti-
fi ed human ancestor that lived in 
Siberia and concluded it might be 
a new member of the human fam-
ily tree.

The DNA doesn’t match modern 
humans or Neanderthals, two spe-
cies that lived in that area around 
the same time — 30,000 to 50,000 
years ago.

Instead, it suggests the Siberian 
species lineage split off from the 
branch leading to moderns and 
Neanderthals a million years ago, 
the researchers calculated. And 
they said that doesn’t seem to match 
the history of human ancestors pre-

viously known from fossils.
So the Siberian species may be 

brand new, although the scientists 
cautioned that they’re not ready to 
make that claim yet.

Other experts agreed that while 
the Siberian species may be new, the 
case is far from proven.

A new human ancestor?

NATURE, JOHANNES KRAUSE VIA AP

Participants in an archaeological 
conference gather inside Denisova cave in 
the Altai Mountains of southern Siberia.


