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The gene research conducted in China by Xu Xiping has come under major scrutiny due to its neglect of bioethical standards and practices. It appears that many of the project’s claims of good research practices were falsified and furthermore, that Xu as the head researcher has denied responsibility for discrepancies in his papers. His blamelessness is impossible, however, and the drastic disregard for community and participatory concern in his research is inexcusable. While these are serious allegations, they are not unfounded, and the issues involved become even more significant when considered in an ethical, cultural, and international context.

Xu Xiping’s gene research in China began as a pilot in 1994. Within the year, he gained support from Millenium Pharmaceuticals, Anhui Medical University, and Harvard, Brigham and Women’s Hospital. As a postdoctoral researcher at Harvard University “with hometown connections in Anhui Province,” Xu’s credentials to study “the interaction between genetic and environment factors” within the Chinese population seemed very good (Sleeboom, 2005: 61). 
His research proposals frame China as an ideal research opportunity based on their large population, regional genetic homogeneity, geographic diversity, and cheap costs (Xu, 1997, 522). While some of these claims are somewhat farfetched because of their aims to garner support, they are irrelevant compared to the claims he made to the Chinese people themselves. 

Xu’s sample collection methods reflect intended exploitation of the participants. He targeted China’s Anhui province where there are many illiterate farmers. In a paper entitled “Familial Aggregation of Pulmonary Function in a Rural Chinese Community,” Xu claims that a letter was sent to each eligible family to invite participation (Xu, 1999). He proceeds to explain that families were interviewed and given a survey to confirm eligibility. A village medic involved with blood collection, however, says that the medics were told “to notify villagers with asthmatic symptoms to have a physical check-up in town… the check-up would benefit them, and free medical treatment would be offered” (Sharav, 2003). His anecdote discredits Xu’s claim and reveals major discrepancies in his communications to different involved groups.
The farmers were driven to cooperate with the researchers due to promises of medicine and physical check-ups. Their illiteracy disabled them from personally understanding what was going to happen with their samples, and as one farmer recalls, he was just insisted to sign something without any knowledge of “what it was for” (Lei, 2002). Even more alarming is the other problems found with the informed consent forms. A review by the Office of Human Research Protections (OHRP) in 2002 as a response to complaints revealed that the forms seemed to be post dated, the number of enrolled subjects was more than 14,000 higher than the approved enrollment of 2,000 subjects, and the content of the consent documents were changed without approval by the institutional review board (Sharev, 2003). In effect, not only did the participants have no idea what they were getting involved in, how it would affect them, and how their samples would be used, neither did many of the involved institutions. Beyond poor participant safety practices, Xu allowed the China project to go far beyond what he had proposed and received approval for. 
In addition, promised compensation or inducements for participation, like free physical check-ups and free medicine, was not provided. An interview with Chu Mianzhai, a villager, revealed that his family members were only given 10 Yuan each in compensation for blood donation, roughly $1.25 (Sleeboom, 2005: 64).  No one had received an overall check-up despite the fact that the informed consent form specifically mentioned “free check-ups, treatment, and possibly preventative medicine in the future” (Sleeboom, 2005: 64). Another farmer, Zhou Da’niu, experienced a painful reaction to what seems like an inhaler provided after his blood donation, given without a physical check-up, (“A farming family’s recollection,” 2003). He never received any further treatment despite a promise of medicine in the mail. Although these are only two cases, they are not isolated. Over time, the discrepancies in Xu’s project became more and more detectable, and the media – both in America and China, other scientists, and government officials began to investigate. 
The issue of what was being done with the blood samples after collection surfaced. Officials learned that Xu had ignored the 1998 Chinese law which required state permission to take samples abroad and shipped blood samples to Harvard under informal arrangements (Sleeboom, 2005: 66-67). Xu’s exportation of Chinese genetic material went far beyond legality but was an ethical and international issue. Who owned the property rights to these samples and the resulting knowledge attained from them – the research participants, the involved institutions, or the national governments? Who should benefit, the Chinese or the Americans, the poor or the affluent? Since samples had been taken out of the country illegally, should the Chinese government have a claim to have them recalled? Some Chinese scientists argued that doing collaborative research with highly respected US institutions would help develop nation’s scientific industry and its reputation (Sleeboom, 2005: 73). This small benefit still would not change the complications of an international collaborative. The entanglements already created by Xu Xiping’s research, further aggravated by his practices, has made these questions unavoidable.
If someone considered the legal precedent of the John Moore v. Regents of the University of California, they may conclude that American courts would doubly rule in favor of America. Moore’s genetic material had been appropriated from him without consent, similar to what is happening to the farmers in China. Yet the court ruled that he had no property stake in what the research had yielded since he had not invested any time or money as the scientists had. This ruling was undoubtedly motivated by the goal of furthering biotechnological research, but it failed to recognize the ethical concerns involved. As biotechnology is fairly new, American courts are still evolving to regulate the field case by case. It still does not change the fact that Moore was not treated fairly. Similarly, the Chinese participants were not treated fairly. Xu’s attitude, reflected in the research proposals and his direct treatment of the people, reveals his consideration of the people as research subjects rather than as humans. Although issues surrounding informed consent and property rights in biotechnological research, will never be fully resolved, the Xu Xiping case shows that the scientific community must raise priority on the treatment and protection of individuals. Also, as collaborations become more and more desirable, issues must be considered together as an international science community.
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