
team then dated the rock using the relative 
levels of uranium and thorium isotopes in 
the calcite. The deeper into the stalagmite 
the researchers sampled, the older the dates 
turned out to be; stone just 2 centimetres 
from the bone was 11,300 years old. Calcite 
closer to the bone gave conflicting results, 
Stinnesbeck says.

The team determined that the skeleton 
was older than 13,000 years by analysing the 
rate at which calcite had formed around the 
bone, and by matching the shifts in stalag-
mite isotope levels to those in other caves. 
The findings were published on 30 August in 
PLoS ONE (W. Stinnesbeck et al. PLoS ONE 
12, e0183345; 2017).

Alistair Pike, an archaeological scien-
tist at the University of Southampton, UK, 
notes that the stalagmite set over the bone 
during a time of profound climate change, 
which could have altered the stalagmite’s 
rate of growth. He says he is therefore more 
comfortable considering the bones to be a 
minimum of 11,300 years old — still “very 
significant”, he notes.

ANCIENT COMPANY
Few other human remains from the Americas  
are older than 13,000 years. The skeleton 
of a teenage girl recovered from a different 
Yucatán cave in 2007 was carbon-dated to 
more than 12,000 years old; a skeleton found 
in another submerged cave near Tulúm was 
deemed to be around 13,500 years old, also 
using radiocarbon dating.

“They’ve done a really nice job determin-
ing the age of this thing,” says David Meltzer, 
an archaeologist at Southern Methodist Uni-
versity in Dallas, Texas. There is convincing 
archaeological proof that humans colonized 
the Americas before 14,000 years ago, but 

very old remains are precious. “These sites 
are rare as hen’s teeth,” Meltzer says.

Apart from the Yucatán finds, the next-
oldest skeleton from the Americas is that of 
a 12,600-year-old boy found in Montana, 
whose sequenced genome places him on a 
lineage leading to present-day Native Ameri-
can groups. Researchers have sequenced only 
a few other human skeletons from the Ameri-
cas that are older than 10,000 years, hinder-
ing efforts to unravel the region’s ancient 
population history.

Getting DNA from what remains of the 
Chan Hol skeleton 
will be hard. A sam-
ple sent to one of 
the world’s leading 
ancient-DNA labs, 
the Max Planck 
Institute for Evolu-

tionary Anthropology in Leipzig, Germany, 
did not contain enough DNA, Stinnesbeck 
says. He hopes to find DNA in the few teeth 
not taken by the thieves.

The theft still boggles Stinnesbeck, whose 
team is continuing to study the cave and its 
remains. The researchers recently reported 
the discovery of fossils in the cave that are of 
a new species of peccary — a hoofed mam-
mal related to pigs — as well as evidence 
that the cave’s human inhabitants made fires 
(S. R. Stinnesbeck et al. J. South Am. Earth 
Sci. 77, 341–349; 2017).

“What would you want with a skeleton? 
Would you take it home?” Stinnesbeck asks. 
“If they had known it was very old, maybe 
just to have a souvenir, to have something 
special.”

“We went to the police and they did some 
inquiries,” he adds. “They never came up 
with anything substantial.” ■

B Y  A M Y  M A X M E N

More than 11,000 people died when 
Ebola tore through West Africa 
between 2014 and 2016, and yet 

clinicians still lack data that would enable them 
to identify the disease reliably when a person 
first walks into a clinic. To fill that gap and oth-
ers before the next outbreak, researchers are 
developing a platform to organize and share 
Ebola data that have so far been scattered 
beyond reach.

The system is coordinated by the Infec-
tious Diseases Data Observatory (IDDO), an 
international research network based at the 
University of Oxford, UK. It is expected to 
launch by the end of the year. At a meeting to 
discuss Ebola on 7–9 September in Conakry, 
Guinea, the team developing the platform will 
seek input from West African scientists, health 
officials and advocacy groups.

“We are looking for West African leadership 
in this initiative,” says Laura Merson, associate 
director of the IDDO.

Africans must be involved in the platform’s 
creation so that they can not only use the exist-
ing data, but also improve their capacity to 
conduct research during future outbreaks, says 
John Amuasi, an infectious-diseases researcher 
at the Kumasi Centre for Collaborative Research 
in Tropical Medicine in Ghana and a member of 
the platform’s steering committee. 

Merson and her collaborators want to avoid 
the kind of data fragmentation that hindered 
efforts to stop the devastating outbreak in 
Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone. Platform 
organizers plan to pool anonymized data from 
the medical records of people who contracted 
Ebola — and those who survived it — as well as 
data from clinical trials and public-health pro-
jects during this and other outbreaks in Africa.

One sensitive issue is deciding who will 
control the data. Amuasi says that he would 
like the database to be hosted and curated in 
Africa, but he adds that this seems unlikely, 
because it would raise the cost of the project.

Merson says that a copy of the database will 
be maintained in West Africa, although its 
exact location is yet to be determined. 

It’s vital that these discussions happen now, 
in a period of relative calm, says Jeremy Farrar, 
director of the Wellcome Trust in London. “A 
great danger is that the world will move on and 
forget the horror of Ebola in West Africa. ■

I N F E C T I O U S  D I S E A S E

Huge Ebola data 
site takes shape
International effort seeks 
African leadership.

A human skull and bones were stolen from Mexico’s Chan Hol Cave soon after their 2012 discovery. 

TO
M

 P
O

O
LE

, L
IQ

U
ID

 J
U

N
G

LE
 L

A
B

.

“They’ve done a 
really nice  
job determining 
the age of  
this thing.”
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