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Wasps Eat Siblings for Good of Family
Wednesday, April  18, 2007
By Corey Binns

While most embryonic male wasps
are just bags of loosely organized
cells, their sterile sisters develop
quickly into slender snake-like
shapes, grow huge jaws and start
chomping on their little brothers.

The sterile sisters' lethal sibling
rivalry is downright spiteful, but
unusual genetics, not to mention the
opportunity to keep living, means
that fertile sisters benefit from the
nasty behavior in more than one
way.

After a mother wasp from the genus
Copidosoma lays two eggs — one
male and one female — into a host
(for instance, the egg of a moth),
these eggs divide clonally, producing
a thousand genetically identical
sisters and a thousand genetically
identical brothers.

• Click here to visit FOXNews.com's Natural Science Center.

The sisters, therefore, are more closely related to each other than they are to their brothers.

Limited resources in the host will only support about half of these larvae as they grow into adult
wasps.

(Story continues below)
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So it is starvation that creates strong competition between
the siblings and drives the infertile sisters to eat their
brothers, according to recent research detailed in the April
issue of the journal American Naturalist.

"Although the genes for this spiteful behavior find
themselves at an evolutionary dead-end in the sterile larvae,
copies of these genes are passed onto future generations
because they are also present in the clonal sisters, who do

survive and reproduce," said evolutionary biologist Andy Gardner of Oxford University in England.

Altruism hypothesis

For a century, the sterile wasps have puzzled scientists.

They were discovered in 1906 by Italian entomologist Filippo Silvestri, who suggested that they
used their enormous jaws to chew up the insides of their host to release extra nutrients for their
brothers and sisters.

However, later researchers hypothesized that the sterile larvae were defending their siblings from
competitor species living in the same hosts and nicknamed the wasps "soldier larvae."

The traditional view has been that these sterile individuals are altruists, giving up their own
reproduction for the good of their siblings.

Skewed sex ratios

Only recently, said Gardner, have researchers noticed that the sterile wasps readily attack their
own siblings. In addition, most soldiers are female, and they most often attack their brothers.

FOXNEWS.COM HOME > SCIENCE

MOST READ •  TOP EMAILED •  TOP VIDEOS •

ADVERTISEMENT

HOME  U.S.  WORLD  POLITICS  BUSINESS  HEALTH  SCIENCE  TECH  ENTERTAINMENT  VIDEO  VIEWS  MYNEWS  SPORTS  WEATHER
RADIO  MOBILE  FOX & Friends  Studio B  Your World  Big Story  Special Report  FOX Report  O'Reilly Factor  Hannity & Colmes  On the Record  FNC iMag  FOX Fan

We Report.
You Decide.

 GO
Search FOXNews.com 

Search the Web with  

Sign Up Now!
Get e-mail alerts
when news breaks

ON FNC:

WEEKEND LIVE 12:00pm EST
Are Politicians Using Grief For Political
Gain?

SCHEDULE

SCIENCE HOME

ARCHAEOLOGY

ENERGY

EVOLUTION &
PALEONTOLOGY

NATURAL
DISASTERS

NATURAL
SCIENCE

SPACE

THE HUMAN BODY

NEWS ARCHIVE

HOT TOPICS
VIDEO: FOX
NEWS FLASH
FOX NEWS
ELECTION
COVERAGE
CELEBRITY
GOSSIP

SECTION MAP

SEE MORE

Send news tip to
FOXNews.com

SUBMIT

ADVERTISEMENT

 M. Strand, D. Giron and J. Johnson

Get A Vanity 800 Number!
800-Insurance 800-SkinCare, 800-Eyesight, 800-Roof USA and 100’s more!
www.telename.com

TrendMicro Security 2007
New Trend Micro PC-Cillin 2007. Save at TrendMicro: Download Now!
Shop.TrendMicro.com

TOP VIDEO
'A Man Among Wolves'
Researcher lives amongst
wolves to learn their ways

SCIENCE
Bad timing for global warming alarmists?
N.C. boy finds five-legged toad
New test detects radiation exposure
Truth about Scotland's Loch Ness

Latest Fox News Headlines

82-Year-Old Ex-Beauty Queen Stops Intruder by
Shooting Out Tires
Gunman Kills Hostage, Himself at Johnson Space
Center in Houston
Babysitter Charged With Drowning 3 Kids in
Bathtub, Hiding Them in Washing Machine
Self-Proclaimed 'Antichrist' to Hold Global
Conference Despite Ban
Pop Tarts: Daddy Spears Sides Against Britney in
Manager War
Family of Virginia Tech Shooter Expresses Sorrow
for Victims of Shooting Rampage
Donald Trump Hits Below the Belt in Rosie
O'Donnell Feud
Hawaii Park Rangers Trying to Stop Offerings at
Volcano
Police Arrest Man Suspected in Brutal Rape of New
York Graduate Student
Don Imus' Longtime Producer Fired
New Hampshire Woman Tearfully Begs Barack
Obama to End Iraq War if He's Elected
Cops: Peace Corp Volunteer Died From Blows to
Head
California Transgender Student Allowed to Run For
Prom King
Officials: Pet Food Contamination May Have Been
Intentional
Bush Defends Iraq War; Republicans Blast Harry
Reid for Saying Fight Is 'Lost'
House Democrats, NRA Seek to Strengthen
Background Checks for Gun Purchasers

A female wasp larva attacking some of her less well-developed
brothers.
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"We found that the bizarre genetics of these wasps means that brothers value their sisters more
than sisters value their brothers, and so if sterile larvae function for the good of the group, then it
should be brothers who more willingly make the sacrifice," Gardner said. "As it happens, most
sterile larvae are female, and so this supports the view that they have a primarily spiteful function."

The end result of all  of that sisterly spite is a very skewed sex ratio. Usually 80 percent of the
individuals emerging from the host are female.

"Luckily, that's more than enough males to go around," Gardner told LiveScience.
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