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Dr Ron Dixon is involved in a national project to build a genetic map of the British Isles to better understand
the causes of hereditary diseases. A team from the University of Oxford’s ‘People of the British Isles’ project
have come to the University of Lincoln as they embark on the second stage of their study to work with
volunteers who are providing genetic information which could prove vital in future medical research.
The project, launched 7 years ago with funding from the Wellcome Trust, has already seen more than 4,000
blood samples taken from volunteers in rural locations across the UK, including almost 300 from
Lincolnshire. The samples, which are anonymised so cannot be traced back to individuals, provide a ‘control
group’ for medical researchers looking to identify genes responsible for certain diseases.
The Oxford team won further funding from the Wellcome Trust to extend their original project by re‐visiting
volunteers in Boston, Grimsby, Sleaford and Lincoln posing further questions which will shed more light on
the British people’s genetic characteristics. Dr Bruce Winney, from the University of Oxford, said:
“We have gone back to our original volunteers who have already given blood samples and asked
them a series of questions, such as whether they are left or right handed, whether they can roll their
tongue – even whether they like the taste of Marmite! We are also taking 3D photos of their faces. By
doing this, we are hoping to find the genes involved in normal variation, such as facial features like
the shape of the nose or the size of the forehead.”
Understanding the genetic make‐up of Britain’s rural populations is central to the success of the People of
the British Isles project. This is because the task of identifying the genes responsible for diseases is
complicated by the influence of invasions and migrations on people’s DNA (Figure 1). By mapping out the
genetic traits seen in rural locations like Lincolnshire, where families can often trace their roots back for
generations, the team hope to untangle the effects of history and geography from their studies of disease.
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The University of Lincoln has been collaborating with the Oxford team for several years by collecting blood
samples from Lincolnshire people. To be eligible for the study, volunteers had to show they, their parents
and their four grandparents were born in the area (Figure 2).
Dr Ron Dixon, Reader in Biomedical Sciences, said:
“We thought Lincolnshire would be important to this study because historically it is an agricultural
area and people stay with the land. It was not too difficult to find volunteers who had four
grandparents born in the area. In fact, we found people whose families had farmed the same land
since the 17th Century.”
Principal investigator on the People of the British Isles project, Prof Sir Walter Bodmer of the University of
Oxford (Figure 3), said:
“All the genetic data that we have collected is being maintained as a resource for future medical
research. It’s a sort of genetic map of the British Isles. At the moment our interest is in the basic
science, but in the future, who knows? We may be able to use a person’s DNA to reconstruct their
face, or identify genes that when seriously disrupted cause severe abnormalities.”

Figure 2: Volunteer session, University of Lincoln

Figure 3: Professor Sir Walter Bodmer (right) at Lincoln

For more information on the project, visit: www.peopleofthebritishisles.org
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