
 
 
 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: 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.  
The author is clearly very keen on science literacy and science education, and 
relevant notes are provided at the end of some versions of the book. There is also a 
website for science educators working with the novel (http://sciencethrillers.com). 
Where do you see value for the book in this context? 
 
Discussion points 
 

1. Did you enjoy the book? Did you like the characters? Were there any parts of 
the plot that you particularly liked/disliked? Were any sections unnecessary? 
How realistic was the plot for you? 

 
2. The story was very fast-moving, with cinematic scale imagery. Would the 

novel make a good movie? Graphic novel?  
 

3. Christina often explains the microbiology/chemistry behind her work to her 
River and Micky. Did you find these explanations clear/interesting/valuable to 
the plot? What about the descriptions of the equipment and techniques which 
she uses?  

 
4. There are several relatively technical aspects to the story which could be 

explored with students, and with the ‘general public’, for example with regards 
to how important they are in current research:  

 
 

a. There are 2 engineered bacteria – what are they? Do you think that the 
‘field-based’ experiment was well planned? What went wrong?  

b. What is synthetic biology? How current is research in this area? 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop
http://sciencethrillers.com/


c. What do you know about biofuels? There is considerable interest in 
biofuels amongst the research community, and in industry. Why do you 
think this is?  

d. What are the 2 proposed cures for the petroplague? How likely do you 
think they would be to succeed?  

e. What do you know about phage therapy? 
f. The petroplague spread very rapidly. Fortunately, this was also the 

case with the treatment. Was it all too fast? 
g. In some versions, the author notes at the end of the novel where some 

aspects of the story are unlikely/impossible. Do you think this 
information is useful/necessary? Were there any parts of the story you 
were uncomfortable with?  

 
5. The plot is focused on science research and scientists, and the problems 

associated with an escaped genetically engineered bacterium. Do you think 
that there are appropriate controls for this type of work in real life? 
 

6. Christina is studying for a PhD. Does the nature of postgraduate/University 
research come across clearly?  
 

7. There is significant interest from industry in Christina’s research – some of 
which is very negative. Do you think that commercial sponsorship of 
University research is appropriate/essential/important?  
 

8. How does the novel present the ‘ecoterrorists’? Collapsionarians? What is 
your view on such activism? 

 
 
 
Joanna Verran 


