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Clarity needed on data protection

As a commendable European law on personal data comes into force, the research community must
not let excessive caution about data sharing, however understandable, become the default position.

protection for years, and scientists and universities — like every-

one else across the continent — are about to see the results.
Entering into force on 25 May, a new law known as the General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR), is designed to protect the personal
privacy of citizens and will overhaul how personal data are collected,
handled, processed and stored. It's a welcome move to safeguard indi-
viduals and is the biggest shake-up of data protection in more than
20 years.

However, as this journal has noted before, earlier drafts of the law
posed a problem for science and the research community. Of particu-
lar concern was the issue of consent — the draft language suggested
researchers would be required to seek renewed consent to reuse data
collected for a different purpose, which could have introduced delays
and made some research impractical. But many in the research com-
munity worked relentlessly to warn policymakers of the potential
harm. In response, officials put in place rules that exempt research
from some of the requirements, provided the proper safeguards are in
place. Universities and organizations have introduced plans to make
sure they are. The bulk of the work should be done.

The passing of the final GDPR rules is, therefore, a good exam-
ple of political engagement by researchers and their advocates, and a
sensible and informed reaction from policymakers. Those involved,
on both sides, deserve great credit. Harmonization of how data can
be sourced, stored and used would, in theory, be good for research. It
could smooth the difficulties that scientists face when they try to pool
analysis of genomic data and tissue samples across national borders.
Such sharing could help scientists to organize powerful trials with
large numbers of participants.

But although there is some cause for celebration, there are still out-
standing issues. And that means that the same researchers and advo-
cates must remain vigilant.

The problem is that individual European countries have been left
to decide some issues for themselves — for example, how scientific
data can be processed. This flexibility is intended to allow countries
to fit the rules around existing systems and different cultures, but it
might leave nations out of step. Researchers who work under differ-
ent systems could struggle to share data with each other. That could
lead to delays in negotiations between institutions wanting to create
collaborative contracts that enable data sharing.

To help prevent this and to offer a unified approach, academics,
industry representatives and patients have been meeting over the past
year to distil the complex regulation into a user-friendly guide. This
planned code of conduct aims to provide a simple ‘how-to’ guide for
scientists, for example, by explaining differences in the way countries
such as Germany and the United Kingdom define ‘anonymized’ data.
The resulting Code of Conduct for Health Research, overseen by the
biobank network BBMRI-ERIC (see J.-E. Litton Nature 541, 437;2017),
is almost ready for consultation. But meanwhile, medical research
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remains vulnerable to unintended consequences of the new law.
That's because, until the code of conduct is in place to offer clear guid-
ance about how to comply with the GDPR, day-to-day decisions on how
to interpret the law will be left to individual institutions’ legal depart-
ments. It would be understandable if they chose to err on the side of cau-
tion and place restrictions on sharing data for fear of breaking the law.
Even when the code is finalized, it must still be approved by the
European Data Protection Board (EDPB),

“It’simportant  which has not yet said how organizations

to ensure data can submit such codes for evaluation, or
canbeused how long the process will take.

withintegrity to Some have argued that delays in the
supportvaluable code becoming available could be benefi-
research.” cial, because they would allow the research

community to thrash out the details of this
complicated area of the law. But others worry that if the process drags
on too long, medical research will suffer. What starts as a cautious
position on how best to share data in line with the law could drift into
normal practice.

That would be a missed opportunity and could risk undermining
the good work done so far. Officials on the EDPB must not allow that
to happen. The code must be approved and put into practice as soon
as possible. It's important to protect people’s personal data; but it’s
also important to ensure data can be used with integrity to support
valuable research. m

Climate costs

A strong financial case for urgent action on
greenhouse-gas emissions has now been made.

the economics of the greenhouse effect’ is seen as the first attempt

to model the economics of global climate change (W. D. Nordhaus
Econ. J. 101,920-937; 1991). Written by the economist Bill Nordhaus,
the 18-page study assessed the costs of acting on emissions and the
estimated costs of not doing so, and concluded that it was better for
the economies of the world to try to address the problem than simply
to give up and take the consequences.

Economists and analysts around the world have repeated the
exercise many times, most prominently with the British government’s
Stern Review in 2006 (N. Stern The Economics of Climate Change:
The Stern Review; Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007). Almost all agree with
the original conclusion: it will be much cheaper to spend the money
on trying to curb emissions than to pay for the impact of the resulting
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