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B Y  D A V I D  C Y R A N O S K I

The whistle-blower who played a key part 
in exposing the fraud of South Korean 
cloning specialist Woo Suk Hwang has 

spoken for the first time about his role in the 
scandal — and the suffering he endured as a 
result.

Young-Joon Ryu, who was a key figure in 
Hwang’s laboratory for several years, kept his 

silence for eight years. But in a blog post in 
December 2013 and a subsequent interview 
with Nature, he revealed that he was responsi-
ble for initiating the investigation that uncov-
ered one of the biggest frauds in science. He 
has since received both support and abuse, 
highlighting just how divided South Korean 
society still is over the legacy of its fallen hero. 

“The nature of the Hwang scandal is the 
abuse of other people’s sacrifice and other 

people’s lives for personal success,” Ryu, now 
in the pathology department at Kangwon 
National University in Chuncheon, told Nature.

Hwang claimed in 2004 to have cloned a 
human embryo and produced stem cells from 
it, potentially opening the way for new disease 
treatments. In 2006, he admitted fabricating 
his findings, but despite being convicted of 
fraud, has since made a controversial come-
back (see Nature 505, 468–471; 2014).

Ryu joined Hwang’s laboratory at Seoul 
National University in 2002, and that year 
led the team that attempted to create cloned 
human embryos and stem-cell lines from 
them. He wrote the first manuscript of an 
article on the work, which was published with 
great fanfare in February 2004 (W. S. Hwang  
et al. Science 303, 1669–1674; 2004). 

While Hwang basked in its glory, Ryu 
started to have misgivings about Hwang’s  
tendency to seek publicity. He also felt that 
human cloning had little potential for clinical 
applications. In April 2004, he left the labora-
tory and soon began work at the Korea Cancer 
Centre Hospital.

When Hwang’s group published a dazzling 
follow-up the next year that suggested that the 
previous proof-of-principle was almost ready 
for the clinic (W. S. Hwang et al. Science 308, 
1777–1783; 2005), Ryu was suspicious. He 
knew that important lab members had left, yet 
the team had pumped out 11 embryonic stem-
cell lines in a short time. “I knew how difficult 
it was,” he says. “It wasn’t logical.”

He then heard that Hwang was preparing 
a clinical trial for a 10-year-old with a spinal-
cord injury, whom Hwang had promised to 
make walk again. Ryu had known the boy and 
worried that a trial could hurt him. “I was furi-
ous,” he says. “I wanted to stop all of that.” 

Lacking evidence and worried that his 
identity might be revealed, Ryu baulked at 
approaching the university or police. Instead, 
on 1 June 2005, he e-mailed television network 
Munhwa Broadcasting Corporation (MBC) to 
recommend an investigation. 

MBC producers were initially intimidated by 
Hwang’s star status, but decided to work with 
Ryu to develop their case. A first programme 
on the subject, about ethical violations in the 
way that Hwang recruited egg donors, aired on  
22 November 2005, and forced a confession 
from him. A storm of support for Hwang 
ensued. A second programme, concerning 
the fraudulent research, was postponed 

M I S C O N D U C T

Whistle-blower 
breaks his silence
South Korean researcher reveals the fallout he faced from his 
tip-offs about former cloning fraudster Woo Suk Hwang.

Woo Suk Hwang’s human-cloning research was deemed fraudulent by Seoul National University in 2006.
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B Y  A L E X A N D R A  W I T Z E

Astronomer D. J. Pisano got to spread 
some good news last month. He 
and his colleagues at West Virginia 

University in Morgantown announced a 
US$500,000 grant from the National Science 
Foundation (NSF). The money will allow 
his team to build an antenna-like detector 
to speed up sky surveys at the Green Bank 
Telescope (GBT), the nearby 110-metre-wide 
radio dish that is the largest steerable radio 
telescope in the world.

There is just one problem. Even as the 
NSF funding goes towards improving the 
telescope, the agency is trying to get rid of it.

Following an independent ‘portfolio 
review’ in 2012 (see Nature 488, 440; 2012), 
the NSF is exploring closing the GBT and 
nine other telescopes it operates (see ‘Clos-
ing time’). The alternative is to find partners 
to share the cost. West Virginia University 
has already shelled out $1 million to buy time 
on the GBT to bolster its growing astronomy 
faculty — a first hint of what a future for these 
jettisoned telescopes might look like.

Still, such partnerships are frustratingly  
hard to achieve. Last month, the NSF 
reported that, thanks to the slow pace of 
discussions and the complex environmen-
tal reviews required to shut national facili-
ties, it is not close to making any permanent 
decisions. That leaves the future of the tel-
escopes in limbo — and puts the careers of 
astronomers such as Pisano on edge. “We 
were obviously upset by it, we were somewhat 
confused,” he says.

For the NSF, there is some urgency to 
replace the old with the new. By offloading 
the old telescopes, the agency could free up 
about 10% of its $233-million astronomy 
budget. That would allow more money for 
research grants. More importantly, it would 
regain money for future telescopes, such as 
the Large Synoptic Survey Telescope, which 
astronomers are slated to begin building in 
Chile this year (see Nature 505, 461–462; 
2014). “Our job is to foster frontier science,” 
says James Ulvestad, who heads the NSF’s 
astronomy division. “Within a constrained 
budget there is nothing you can do that isn’t 
going to hurt somebody.”

A S T R O N O M Y

US struggles to 
offload telescopes 
West Virginia radio observatory seeks money from partners 
to fend off closure by the National Science Foundation.

after sponsors withdrew support for the 
TV network and producers faced legal and 
physical threats. But suspicion was mounting. 
Posts on the website of the Biological Research 
Information Center (BRIC), in which volun-
teers noted errors in the papers, helped to force 
Seoul National University to open an investiga-
tion. By the time the second show aired, on 15 
December, Hwang’s fate was sealed. 

Ryu’s identity was leaked after MBC’s first 
programme, and his worst fears about the 
militancy of Hwang’s supporters were borne 
out. Ryu says that they hacked his blog and sent 
threatening e-mails to him, his employer and 
his wife, another former researcher in Hwang’s 
laboratory. On 6 December 2005, Ryu resigned 
from his hospital job under pressure.

Ryu, his wife and their 8-month-old daugh-
ter went into hiding for the next six months. 
“We cried a lot,” says Ryu. It was 2007 before 
the ostracized Ryu could find paid employ-
ment, as a pathology resident at Korea Uni-
versity in Seoul. 

On 23 December 2013, Ryu posted a note on 
the BRIC site to thank those who supported him 

and signed off with 
his real name. Some 
8,000 people viewed 
the post, which gar-
nered a few dozen 
sympathetic com-
ments. But then the 
story was picked up by 
a local newspaper and 
the tone changed. Of 
more than 1,000 com-
ments on the popular 
Daum news-aggrega-
tor website, 90% have 
been negative. Online 
commenters have 
said that by “reveal-
ing a petty truth”, Ryu 
caused South Korea to 

“fall behind in the stem-cell business”. Another 
accuses him of “satisfying his arrogance” while 
“seriously injuring the nation” as the “entire pro-
ject was stolen by other nations”. 

Ryu says that he has no regrets about what 
he did. The scandal did not ruin his faith in sci-
ence either. He completed a PhD in bioethics 
and safe research in 2011 and is now pursuing a 
doctoral degree in animal reproductive biology 
at Seoul National University.

The episode shows how whistle-blowing still 
carries risks, especially for junior researchers, 
says Bernd Pulverer, head of scientific pub-
lications at the European Molecular Biology 
Organization in Heidelberg, Germany. “The 
Hwang case was a wake-up call for many jour-
nals to police [fraud] more seriously,” he says. 
But he adds that “little has formally changed 
regarding the protection and encouragement 
of constructive whistle-blowing”. ■

Additional reporting by Soo Bin Park.

West Virginia’s Green Bank Telescope needs partners to pay half of its US$8-million operating costs.

“The nature 
of the Hwang 
scandal is 
the abuse of 
other people’s 
sacrifice.”
Young-Joon Ryu
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