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In an article in Institute of Creation Research’s jour-
nal, Creation Ex Nihilo Technical Journal (1994) Vol. 8 Pt.
1, we read that the discovery of ancient DNA in amber (fos-
silized tree resin) from millions of years ago supposedly

proves the earth is young.

Dr. Carl Wieland wrote this article entitled “Ancient
DNA and the Young Earth” (1d. at 7). He says that “accord-
ing to the rate at which DNA is shown to break down in the
laboratory, there should be none left after 10,000 years.” He
cites B. Sykes, “The past comes alive,” Nature Vol. 352
(1991) at 3813, a highly reputable journal.

Actually, DNA does not have a decay rate. Wieland
admits that Goldberg recently pointed out that many studies
have shown “the rate of decay of DNA is not linear over

time.”2 Rather, what can be said is that DNA has a high
improbability of survival after millions of years due to envi-
ronmental factors which gradually degrade it. Such destruc-
tive forces are water and oxygen. Stroebel points out that

“over time, water and oxygen damage DNA."3

1. Fragments of ancient DNA have been found with sequences around
200-800 base pairs, far less than the millions even in single cell bacte-
ria. Yet, this is enough to contain the ‘signature’ of what organism it
derived from.

2. E.M. Goldberg, “Antediluvian DNA research,” Nature (1994) Vol.
367 at 692.

3. G. Stroebel, “Ancient DNA research: growing pains,” Science News
(1993) Vol. 144 (18) at 294.
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Hence, DNA does not have a steady decay rate apart
from environmental forces degrading it. Therefore, you can-
not create a time clock from DNA’s final demise to deduce its
date of origin. DNA does not have a steady rate of decay
apart from environmental factors. Yet, indeed, DNA certainly
would not be expected to survive millions of years, given all
the environmental dangers to its existence that must be

present in that time period.4

Hence, DNA surviving millions of years would be
surely counter-indicated. If it were truly discovered in active
biological form for an extinct species/plant, etc. for millions
of years, this would be some evidence that something is
wrong in radiometric dating associated with claims of the
extinction of the same species/plant/etc.

“Ancient” DNA Discoveries?

Young earth scientist Wieland points out that in 1990,
a claim was made by secular scientists that ancient DNA was
discovered in a preserved magnolia leaf which was dated to

17-20 mya.5 However, as we shall explore later, this was
never independently tested by an independent laboratory.

4. In 1993, Thomas Lindahl in a Nature article tried to solve the claims of
ancient DNA. He claimed all such discoveries resulted from contami-
nation and poor measurement techniques. He wrote: “The apparent
observation that fully hydrated plant DNA might be retained in high-
molecular mass form for 20 million years is incompatible with the
known properties of the chemical structure of DNA.” See Tomas
Lindahl, “Instability and Decay of the Primary Structure of DNA,”
Nature, Vol. 362, 22 April 1993, at 714.

In accord, Rebecca L. Cann said: “We know from chemical experiments
that it [DNA] degrades and how fast it degrades. After 25 million
years, there shouldn’t be any DNA left at all.” (Virginia Morell, “30-
Million-Year-Old DNA Boosts an Emerging Field,” Science, VVol. 257,
25 September 1992, at 1862.)

5. He cites R. Lewin, “Fact, fiction, and fossil DNA,” New Scientisti
(1994) Vol. 141 at 38-41.
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Since then more ancient DNA claims by secular sci-
entists have been made, supposedly finding in amber a bee
and termite from 25-30 mya and a weevil from about 120
mya. However, as we shall prove later, these results were
never independently tested by an independent laboratory.
This is not merely a passing point, but a major problem for
the validity of all such claims of ancient DNA discoveries.

Wieland’s Conjectures

Wieland says one possibility is that radiometric dating
is wrong, but he claims this is rejected due to “assumptions”
within “general technical literature.” However, there are good
reasons to doubt the discoveries. Lindahl in Nature has said
the DNA recovered might really be modern DNA that con-

taminated older samples.®

Another possibility that was studied was the idea that
sugar in the amber removed enough water by osmosis in the
amber to dehydrate the DNA, thus preserving it. Yet, insuffi-
cient sugar exists in tree resin to do the entire job, Nature

reported.7 Hence, that is not a likely explanation.

So if the ancient DNA in amber were real, what
explains it? (Most discoveries claiming ancient DNA have
been found in amber.)

6. Lindahl, “Recovery of antediluvian DNA,” Nature (1993) Vol. 365 at
700.

7. J. Fustian, “Going for the old: ancient DNA draws a crowd,” Science
(1993) Vol. 262 at 655-56.
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No Ancient DNA Results Yet Have Been
Verified

How Young Earthers Could Use Proof of Ancient DNA

The only relevance ancient DNA can have for young
earthers is that it can suggest radiometric dating is wrong in
certain circumstances. For example, if there is an incompati-
ble discovery of ancient DNA with a fossil/plant/animal who
has been dead/extinct for allegedly millions of years accord-
ing to radiometric dating, but the subject DNA has survived
when no realistic possibility exists for such a duration of sur-
vival, then one may say the radiometric dating makes no
sense because the DNA relic is incompatible with such dat-
ing.

Hence, young earthers must show that the DNA
recovered in amber, soils or permafrost DNA has been recov-
ered from animals/plants/insects, etc., which otherwise only
existed millions of years ago.

Nothing about merely old DNA in the last 100,000
years is relevant to challenge radiometric dating because the
error bars in the past 100,000 years are too close. A DNA-
radiometric date anomaly in the last 100,000 years would
prove little since the range of error in that short time scale is
wide. There is not enough ground to say old DNA proves
faulty radiometric dating when the time span is merely
100,000 years. Hence we must limit the question to what is
called ancient DNA. This is DNA allegedly recovered from
creatures existing only millions of years ago. Only those dis-
coveries, if true, can call into question the radiometric dating
associated with the particular subject life form.

Lack of Any Independent Verification of Ancient DNA

While the discoveries of ancient DNA are advanced

by Poinar® and others, it is a dubious field that other scientists
have found impossible to confirm.
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In the Proceedings of the Royal Society of London
(1997) at 264,467-474 was an article by J.J. Austin and others
that proves the point. It was entitled “Problems of reproduc-
ibility—does geologically ancient DNA survive in amber-
preserved insects?” Austin et al. write:

Amber, fossilized tree resin, appears to hold
some promise for preserving geologically
ancient DNA because of the exceptional mor-
phological (Grimaldi et al. 1994) and biochemi-
cal (Poinar et al. 1996) preservation seen in
many entombed animals and plants. The
amber resins are thought to dehydrate the tis-
sues of trapped organisms and inhibit micro-
bial degradation (Henwood 1993). However,
amber may not protect DNA entirely from
decay as it is permeable to gases, some liquids
and has prolonged contact with seawater dur-
ing its formation (Beck 1988; Hopfenberg et al.
1988; Poinar 1992). Several reports detail
ancient DNA sequences extracted from a vari-
ety of amber preserved organisms: stingless
bees Proplebeia dominicana (Cano et al.
1992b), termites Mastotermes electrodomini-
cus (DeSalle et al. 1992, 1993), a beetle Liban-
orhinus succinus (Cano et al. 1993), wood
gnats Valesegu.a disjuncta (DeSalle 1994) and a
plant H.menaea protera (Poinar et al. 1993).
However, none has been independently repli-
cated on the same species, and claims of
reproducibility (Grimaldi et al. 1994; Poinar
1994) remain anecdotal.

Science cannot be built upon anecdotal evidence. Yet,
these gentlemen did everything possible to confirm what oth-
ers were claiming. Yet, without success. They took similar
excellent samples, and tried to sequence out meaningful

8. Hendrik N. Poinar, “Protein preservation and DNA retrieval from
ancient tissues,” PNAS, USA Vol. 96: 8426 (July 1999).
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DNA. At the end of the article, they thank “George O. Poinar
Jr. and Hendrik Poinar [who] generously provided specimens
and assistance.” These two gentleman are the leading voices
of those claiming to have discovered ancient DNA.

However, all the efforts to confirm Poinar’s claim met
with failure. J.J. Austin, et al. report the result:

DNA extraction was attempted from 15 speci-
mens of fossil insect, representing three species
and body sizes, and two different localities, fos-
sil resins and ages (table 1). A total of 156 PCR
attempts were made on extracts from insect tis-
sue and a further 334 PCR reactions on control
extracts from the resin surrounding each
insect, extraction blanks and PCR negative con-
trols. In almost all cases, no PCR product of the
expected size was detected, even after second-
ary amplifications, and no specific PCR prod-
uct was ever detected using insect-specific
primers for the target regions D, E and F.
Twenty amplifications from insect tissue, all
targeting the nuclear SSU rRNA gene, gave
PCR product of the expected size. However, in
13 cases extraction blanks and/or PCR negative
controls also yielded PCR product, and there-
fore the amplified sequences from insect
extracts cannot be excluded as contaminants
derived during the DNA extraction or PCR set-

up.
Also, by carefully cross-checking results, they could
actually prove there was contamination from the modern
environment.

[B]oth sets of sequences are derived from simi-
lar, non-insect sources and are the result of a
contamination of the specimen, DNA extrac-
tion or PCR reaction by vertebrate and fungal
DNA.

In sum:
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Our negative results are in conflict with previ-
ous claims of ancient DNA extraction from
amber-preserved insects....The lack of repro-
ducibility of ancient DNA sequences from
amber-preserved insects leads us to question
the authenticity of sequences reported in previ-
ous studies, on the basis of a number of incon-
sistencies.

By contrast, younger specimens within the range of
100,000 years have been replicated by others. This failure to
reproduce truly ancient DNA by objective scientists trying to
confirm the putative discovers’ claims has crucial signifi-
cance:

Whereas ancient DNA sequences from speci-
mens younger than 100000 years old have now
been replicated independently (Hagelberg et al.
1994; Hoss et al. 1994; Taylor 1996), we have
singularly failed to recover authentic ancient
DNA from amber fossils.

Others continued this effort at confirmation. The field
of ancient DNA research has hit hard times as no one has
been able to replicate any ancient DNA finding by doing
amplification. There are two exceptions, but they have been
highly criticized. As the article “Ancient DNA,” in Wikipedia
records:

A critical review of ancient DNA literature
through the development of the field highlights
that, with two notorious and criticized excep-
tions that claim the retrieval of 250 million
years old halobacterial sequences from Halite
(Vreeland et al. 2000; Fish et al. 2002), few
recent studies have succeeded in amplifying
DNA from remains older than several hundred
thousand years (ky) (c.f. Willerslev et al. 2005).

The ancient DNA articles it cites were:
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- Willerslev® E, Cooper A. 2005. Ancient DNA (Review Paper)
Proc. R.Soc. B.272 3-16;

= Vreeland RH, Rozenwieg WD, Powers DW. 2000. “Isolation of
a 250 million-year-old halotolerant bacterium from a primary
salt crystal,” Nature 407, 897-900. (This was merely a letter
received and printed by Nature.)

= Fish SA, Shepherd TJ, McGenity TJ, Grant WD. 2002. Recov-
ery of 16S ribosomal RNA gene fragments from ancient halite.
Nature 417:432-436.

250 Million Year Old Bacterium? And The
Admission Of Lack of Proof for Any Ancient
DNA Find

Let’s examine Vreeland’s claim to having discovered
a 250 million year old bacterium (because the salt in which it

was found is 250 million years old).1? As we proceed, we will
(@) see the problems involved with such claims and (b) learn
from a leading ancient DNA hunter that no ancient DNA
claims have yet been corroborated by any scientist.

To start the discussion, the bacterium claim was skep-
tically received from all quarters — even by those who avidly
hunt for old DNA like Willerslev.

9. Eske Willerslev, professor, Evolutionary Biology Section Ancient
DNA and Evolution Group Director, Center for Ancient Genetics, Uni-
versity of Copenhagen.

10.“The authors claim the bacterium isolate to be as old as the formation
itself, thereby nominating it to be the oldest viable organism ever
recovered.” Eske Willerslev, “New evidence for 250 Ma age of halo-
tolerant bacterium from a Permian salt crystal: Comment and reply,”
available at www.dna.gfy.ku.dk/mbh/papers/geology 2005.pdf
(accessed 11-24-07).
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The first critique appeared from David C. Nickle,
Gerald H. Learn, Matthew W. Rain, James I. Mullins, & John
E. Mittler, “Curiously Modern DNA for a 250 Million-Year-
Old’ Bacterium,” Journal of Molecular Evolution Volume

54, Number 1/ January, 2002 at 134-137.11

Nickle points out several flaws. First, Vreeland’s
claim was accepted by Nature only as a letter. Second, taking
known rates of change in the DNA sequences of bacteria, if
this were truly 250 million years old, it changes “5 to 10
times more slowly than other bacteria for which” the particu-
lar recovered DNA reveals. Nickle concludes: “The report of
Vreeland et al. thus falls into a long series of suspect ancient
DNA studies.”

The second critique came from a leading champion of
recovery of DNA from long dead creatures: Eske Willerslev.
He comments on this alleged discovery:

The authors [Vreeland etc.] find these results to
be in strong support of the old age of strain 2-9-
3. We strongly disagree with this conclusion.
Although the age of the brine from where strain
2-9-3 was isolated might, indeed, be 250 Ma, it
does not necessarily mean that Bacillus strain

2-9-3 is of similar age.'?

In other words, Vreeland and others wrongly leapt to
a conclusion on the age of the bacterium by virtue of the age
of the salt from which it came. Willerslev then gave several
practical reasons why this sample does not have the same age
as the surrounding brine from which it came.

11.See http://www.springerlink.com/content/pt50ey50xcty01n1/
(accessed 11-23/-07).

12.Eske Willerslev, “New evidence for 250 Ma age of halotolerant bacte-
rium from a Permian salt crystal: Comment and reply,” available at
www.dna.gfy.ku.dk/mbh/papers/geology_2005.pdf (accessed 11-24-
07).
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