
 
 
 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Petroplague 
by Amy Rogers 

 
The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 
specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 
forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 
some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 
We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 
In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 
to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 
us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 
focus for communication. 
Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 
We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 
impact etc – as well as about the book.   
Petroplague by Amy Rogers (2011) is a thriller describing the escape, in Los 
Angeles, of genetically engineered bacteria which are able to break down gasoline. 
The consequences of this rapidly spreading infection to our oil-dependent culture are 
explored as scientists attempt to correct the situation. This is only the second book 
we have read where the microorganisms are not infecting people, but are destroying 
something on which we are dependent (other is Star of the Sea).  
 
Discussion 
We all found the book easy to read, and quite gripping. The story is fast moving, and 
the text is very graphic/cinematic: we thought it would make an excellent disaster 
movie (the film might have a 1980s feel – gangs, drives, earthquakes, plane crashes, 
erupting tar pits), and/or graphic novel. It was suggested that students (16+) could 
make comic strips related to the story. A downside of the pace of the story was the 
relatively superficial drawing of some of the characters, particularly River and Micky, 
who seemed to change their minds/behaviours frequently. They also acted as the 
audience for any educational notes provided by Christina, the scientist. No-one 
seemed sufficiently distressed by all the disasters and deaths, and we thought that 
Los Angeles was rather better behaved than one might expect in such a scenario. 
The story also neatly demonstrated that quarantine didn’t work (as in our previous 
book, The Last Town on Earth). We wondered about the relevance of the cannabis 
growers to the story. 
 
The heroine, Christina, is studying for a PhD, and the demands and direction of such 
study forms part of the work: defining a project, changing topic, being a ‘junior’, being 
a female (?), communicating findings etc. The work taking place in the laboratory, 
and the microbiology techniques (p65) were nicely described.   
 
The book was written by a scientist who is committed to science education and 
literacy, and the science was described with attention to detail which we appreciated 
(indeed, notes at the back of the book even provide critical comment on the 
likelihood of some of the scenarios). We were able to discuss the ethics of allowing 
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the initial field experiment, and the reaction of the activists – relating this to stories in 
the UK press about climate change, genetic engineering and animal rights. There 
was little evidence of sympathy towards the activists/terrorists, and a touch of 
caricature: Neil was well-meaning but misled and committed suicide. The test strain 
had been built so it couldn’t survive in the air....and a Jurassic Park-type scenario 
developed. The mutation of the test strain from anaerobic to anaerobic physiology 
via lateral gene transfer from aerobic bacteria in the soil resulting from the explosion 
stretches credibility (p60), as does the speed of spread of infection [p89] (and of the 
cure), but cinematically we were reminded of movies (eg Outbreak, Sunshine) where 
some liberties are taken with science for the sake of the story. 
 
Our also discussions touched upon synthetic biology (Craig Ventner), phage therapy, 
biofuels, smog, genetic engineering, and we felt that the novel provides considerable 
opportunity for guided discussion amongst different audiences, including students.  
 
For microbiologists, there is considerable content: there are 2 engineered bacteria: 
‘naturally occurring bacteria that eat petroleum DNA modified to make them experts 
at converting oil into methane’ (p21) Syntrophus to break down heavy crude oil (tar 
sand) and convert the products into flammable methane gas (p32), and 
photosynthetic E.coli which uses light to break down (p47)...to produce biodiesel 
(isobutanol)’, a fuel of the future - renewable, carbon-neutral and not food-based 
(p33). The 2 proposed cures (antibiotic p135 and phage p305) are comparable to 
those which may be considered to treat human infection, but there are different 
considerations with regard to resistance and the use of antibiotics in prophylaxis, 
whereas phage (viruses which infect bacteria) are more specific. There is even some 
information on the importance of selection of lytic rather than lysogenic phage. The 
importance of phage in inactivation of bacteria in the dairy industry was noted in our 
discussions. 
 
This book provided plenty of content for discussion – a good bookclub meeting over 
a good bookclub book! 
 
 
Joanna Verran 


