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Cool heads needed
As cold weather rages, it is easy to forget the 
difference between weather and climate.

The United Kingdom had its stormiest December for 50 years 
last month, with harsh winds, downpours and flooding that 
extended into the new year. Across the Atlantic, North Ameri-

cans found themselves hunkering indoors — or stuck in airports — as 
a mass of Arctic air delivered snow and record low temperatures that 
brought services to a halt. As tends to happen whenever the weather 
goes haywire, many wondered whether larger forces were at work; 
British Prime Minister David Cameron said he suspected that global 
warming was partly to blame for his country’s suffering. It is a natural 
assumption, and scientists are actively engaging with the issue. But, 
as always, a little caution is in order.

Power to the people 
A planned database collating medical information for England’s population is a laudable exercise, 
with huge potential for research. But people’s right to opt out has been greatly downplayed. 

This month, the National Health Service (NHS) in England will 
bombard all 26.5 million households in the country with an 
innocuous-looking information flyer. In soothing tones the 

leaflet, entitled ‘Better Information Means Better Care’, announces 
changes to the way that health officials will handle confidential medi-
cal records to “improve the quality of care and health services for all”.

The name of the programme is care.data — not that you would 
know that from the leaflet, which neglects to mention it. From this 
spring, information from medical consultations, for example on diag-
noses and treatments prescribed, that was once confidential between a 
person and their doctor, will be uploaded to a central database. There  
it will be combined with hospital and other medical records. This will 
become one of the world’s most complete databases on the health care 
of patients. Initially, the data will be used to help health authorities 
to manage NHS resources, but the plan is to eventually open up the 
database to researchers and private companies. The importance for 
research and the medical opportunities afforded by such a unique 
joined-up resource cannot be overestimated. Nature fully supports 
such an endeavour, and this journal spoke out in May 2013 when pro-
posed changes to European data-protection laws threatened the use-
fulness of projects such as this latest one (see Nature 497, 287; 2013).

The key, as always, is consent. The information at stake here is not 
genomic clues to future health risks — already the subject of fierce 
debate — but sensitive data on past and current medical conditions. 
What the government leaflet fails to highlight is the real threat to pri-
vacy and the possible consequences. Worse, the public-relations exer-
cise carried out by the government to stress the programme’s benefits 
has if anything increased the backlash from privacy campaigners, who 
are now highlighting the risks and urging people not to participate. 
An unfortunate false choice has been established, between scientific 
progress on one side and protection of privacy on the other. 

The government did not initially intend even to allow individuals to 
opt out of having their data centralized in this way, which would have 
flown in the face of the most basic principles of privacy and informed 
consent. The leaflet now states, “You have a choice”, but the govern-
ment seems to have made it as difficult as possible for people to exer-
cise that right. They must explicitly contact their local doctor to opt 
out — a requirement that seems a sure way to make certain that most 
won’t bother, and so will be opted in by default. UK medical charities, 
including the Wellcome Trust, have launched their own advertising 
campaign in support of care.data, which, although it validly highlights 
many of the research opportunities of such big data, also fails to men-
tion sufficiently prominently that an opt-out option exists, and indeed 
seems intended to try to reduce the number of people who opt out.

Maximizing the number of people entering the programme is 
clearly a noble goal. But one cannot help but get the uncomfortable 
impression that, in their enthusiasm to amass these data, the authori-
ties are using sleight of hand and paying lip service to the principles of 

informed consent. Inconvenient as it may be, and even if it has some 
negative effects on the utility of the database, the opt-out option to 
care.data should be prominently displayed, and facilitated.

The public-relations campaigns also break the first rule of risk com-
munication, which is to state clearly any potential, even if remote, risks. 
They are far too reassuring, for example, that people’s personal data are 

in safe hands and will be well protected from 
abuse. Under the programme, personally 
identifiable data will be stored securely by the 
Health and Social Care Information Centre 
in Leeds, which will review requests for them. 
Most will be made available only after being 
pseudonymized — a process by which data 
are stripped of information that would oth-

erwise easily allow identification of the data’s personal provenance.
This removal of identifiers is an essential step in protecting data, but 

it is far from foolproof, and a determined effort can often re-identify 
pseudonymized data. Furthermore, the Health and Social Care Infor-
mation Centre’s store of personally identifiable data is not immune 
from hacking or other intrusions. No doubt much thought has gone 
into protecting the data to high standards, but overly reassuring the 
population that its personal data are safe is an invitation to public 
disillusionment in the system down the road.

The potential gains for health authorities and researchers from 
patient-level data are immense. But both should be insisting on the 
spirit of informed consent — clearer, more-upfront information and 
greater visibility given to people’s right to opt out would be a good start. ■

“The removal of 
identifiers is an 
essential step in 
protecting data, 
but it is far from 
foolproof.”
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On some level, most people understand the difference between 
climate and weather. Climate is the context: the accumulation of tem-
peratures and precipitation trends that vary depending on location 
and season. Weather is what we experience, and extremes are part of 
the package. This was the message delivered by the UK Met Office, 
which pointed out that stormy conditions are more likely during win-
ter months. Despite such assessments, however, people continually 
confound weather and climate in the heat — or cold — of the moment. 
Confusion seems unavoidable.

In the United States, the cold snap extended as far south as Florida, 
forcing thousands of flight cancellations at the height of the holiday 
season. Climate sceptics celebrated, apparently unable or unwilling to 
accept that even a warming planet experiences cold temperatures. A 
small cohort of scientists countered with arguments that global warm-
ing might in fact be contributing to the string of abnormally cold US 
winters in recent years. The argument is that rapid Arctic warming and 
melting sea ice are destabilizing the fast-flowing air current known 
as the polar jet stream, leading it to the kind of drunken meandering 
that can push Arctic air across North America — and deliver power-
ful storms to the United Kingdom. If that is true, Cameron may well 
have been right.

Evidence for the claim that global warming could be disrupting the 
jet stream is disputed. Similar weather events have happened in the 
past, and at least one review of the record suggests that nothing is amiss 
— at least nothing that scientists can pin down as obviously outside 
the normal year-to-year seasonal variations. This does not mean that 
climate change has no role, of course. It just means that we do not yet 
know. In the words of one climate modeller, until the models and the 
observations align, we ought to reserve judgement. As far as the public 
is concerned, there is little to do but dress appropriately, keep an open 
mind and let the science play out.

The same dynamic has been playing out in recent years with regard 
to the average global temperature, which has plateaued since 1998. At 

first blush, the global-warming ‘hiatus’ runs counter to the warming 
projected by climate models. Here again, climate sceptics have 
pounced, and some climate scientists have rightly begun to explore 
both the climate system and their models to sort out the apparent 
discrepancy. As reported on page 276, researchers are homing in on 
a potential explanation that ties the periodic warming and cooling 
of the eastern equatorial Pacific Ocean to global temperature trends. 

In particular, the cool phase of the Pacific 
Decadal Oscillation — which took hold in 
1998, coinciding precisely with the hiatus — 
seems to drive heat into the ocean, effectively 
cooling the atmosphere.

Plenty of questions remain. According to 
this theory, temperatures will rise anew when 
the eastern Pacific flips into its warm phase 
in the coming years. But how much warming 
should we expect when that happens? Exactly 

how sensitive is Earth’s climate system to increasing atmospheric levels 
of greenhouse gases? Some have argued, in part on the basis of current 
temperature trends, that climate models tend to overestimate warm-
ing, which would be good news indeed if true. But there are many ways 
to estimate the climate’s likely response to greenhouse gases, and the 
evidence cuts both ways.

Ultimately, the hiatus has provided an opportunity to better under-
stand both the climate system and climate models. One lesson is that 
the climate, like day-to-day weather, has its ups and downs. Another is 
that the average global temperature — although a useful indicator — is 
not the only measure of how the climate changes. Scientists are still 
trying to work out what all of this means for the future, but if the past 
is any indication, we may have to live with a fair degree of uncertainty. 
From a policy perspective, little has changed. The range of potential 
impacts projected by climate models warrants much more aggressive 
action than has been initiated so far. ■

“There are many 
ways to estimate 
the climate’s 
likely response 
to greenhouse 
gases, and the 
evidence cuts 
both ways.”

V is for vortex
An endangered species helps scientists to learn 
why migrating birds fly in a familiar formation.

The northern bald ibis (Geronticus eremita) was once such a 
widespread sight in the skies of north Africa that the bird was 
immortalized as an ancient Egyptian hieroglyph. The picture 

symbol denoted the word akh, which means ‘to be resplendent, to 
shine’. Ibis populations are less resplendent today, with just a few hun-
dred of the wild birds remaining, mainly in Morocco. They can still 
shine, however; a study of 14 northern bald ibises reported this week 
on page 399 offers the first experimental evidence that helps to resolve 
one of the great questions of the natural world: why do migrating birds 
often fly in an elegant V formation?

The obvious answer is that it saves energy. Just as the mass ranks of 
a peloton in a cycle race make life easier for riders, and as tight forma-
tions can save aircraft fuel, the signature shape of a flock of ibises or 
geese is assumed to make flight less of a flap — at least for the bulk of 
the birds that follow the leader. (That is another, less obvious, theory 
for the V shape: that the bird at the front is the best navigator.)

Some of the most influential research studies do little more than test 
whether the obvious answer to a question is the correct one. When it 
comes to bird flight, the validity of the obvious answer has, until now, 
been concealed by an obvious problem. Namely, that the equipment 
for monitoring the flight of wild birds tends to disappear over the 
horizon along with the bird to which it is attached. (Sensors that are 
able to relay the data tend to be too heavy for birds to carry.)

This is where the endangered plight of the northern bald ibis offered 
an opportunity to science. Several captive-breeding programmes exist, 
and a big part of preparing the birds for release is to teach them their 
traditional migration routes. Hand-reared ibises are trained to follow 
conservation experts who are inside a microlight aircraft. So, crucially, 
when these birds set off to fly in formation, they come back.

Steven Portugal, a researcher at the Royal Veterinary College in Hat-
field, UK, used the training flights of ibises raised at a zoo in Vienna 
to test the benefits of formation flying. His team fitted the birds with 
lightweight data loggers that could measure both their body position 
and flapping movements.

The juvenile birds took a while to get into shape; a V formation 
is harder to achieve and maintain than it looks, and it looks pretty 
difficult. (RAF pilots told to fly in a tight V shape during the Second 
World War spent more time watching the position of the plane in front 
than scanning for enemy fighters.) Still, the 14 ibises did manage it for 
long enough for the scientists to accurately record both the distance 
between each bird and the timing of the creatures’ wing flaps.

The results: when in formation, each bird was able to synchro-
nize the flapping of its wings so that it could exploit the updraught 
created by the swirling vortex of air from the flapping wingtip of 
the bird in front. When the flock got it right, each following bird 
delayed its wingbeat by just enough to spread a wave of synchrony 
through each arm of the V. When they got it wrong and a following 
bird drifted directly behind the bird in front, the follower registered 
the problem and adjusted the timing of its flaps so that it did not 

become tangled in the powerful downdraught 
of the same vortex. For more, see the associated 
News & Views article on page 295. Or look up 
at the sky, and delight in the rare beauty of an 
obvious answer. ■
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