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Mosquito evolves into threat to Galapagos wildlife

Fears that insect could spread disease to islands' rare indigenous animals
By Steve Connor, Science Editor
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A mosquito that has lived on the Galapagos
Islands for thousands of years is emerging as a
potential threat to the archipelago's wildlife,
because of an increase In tourism.

Scientists fear the endemic insect could pick up
diseases from other mainland mosquitoes
brought to the Galapagos as stowaways on
tourist ships and planes and then transmit the
infections to the rare collection of indigenous
animals on the islands.

The black salt marsh mosquito distributed
throughout the Galapagos is highly unusual REUTERS
because it can feed on the bloed of reptiles as The black sait marsh mosquito is abie to feed on the biood
well as mammals and birds. But its diverse diet of reptiles, posing the threat of infection to rare Galapagos
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The scientists said that rather than controlling the islands' own mosquito, there should be a
concerted effort to stop mainland mosquitoes being carried on ships and planes.
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Some stories really capture the media’s imagination and this one pushed all the right buttons, achieving global news
coverage. As the research team was in the Galapagos, we worked across time zones to ensure that everything was
co-ordinated with the publication of the research paper. We also liaised closely with the funding body, the Zoological Society
of London, to secure maximum coverage for the story and all the partners involved.
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Galapagos giant tortoises face mosquito

Press Association
guardian.co.uk, Monday 1 June 2009 22.05 BST
Article history

Galapagos's giant tortoises are under threat from diseases such as avian
malaria because local mosquitoes have developed a taste for reptile
blood, it was claimed today. Scientist fear this, combined with a rise in
tourism, could have a devastating effect on the island's wildlife. Dr Andrew
Cunningham, from the Zoological Society of London, said: "The chance of
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Mosquito threat to Galapagos icons

A tiny mosquito is threatening
glant tortolses and other iconic
reptiles living on the
Galapagos Islands.

The mosquito has acquired a
particular taste for reptillan bload,
scientists heve discovered,

ey fear it could act as a vector,
transmitting new infectious -
diseases such as West Nile virus to
the reptiles.

v taste for mosquitnes

The scientists have published their findings in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences.

The black salt-marsh mosquito (Aedes taenforhynchus) Is the only
mesquito that is widaly across the G

It was first recarded on the islands in the late 1880s, but it was not

known whather human explorers carried it there, or whather it
naturally colonised the Galapagos,

Previous studies have shown that the mosquite regularly spreads the
dog heart worm parasite across Central and South America and is
capable of spreading other diseases, including St Louls encephalitis
virus and Wast Nile virus.,

So Amaud Bataille of the University
of Leeds, UK and colleagues from
the Zoclogical Society of London
and the Galapages National Park
studied the mitochondrial DNA of
the mosquito to determine whare it
had come fram.

The mosquito actually colonised the archipelago arcund 200,000 years
ago, they found,

Since then, the mesquite has adapted to its new environmant, being
able to breed up to Z0km Inshore and at an alitude of up to 700m. On
the mainland, the same spedes of mosquito ks narmally confined to
mangroves and salt marshes slong the coast, mever moving more than
Gk inshora.

More al qly, while i e h feed on the
blood of mammals and the odd species of bird, the Galapagos
salt-marsh mosquito has developed a taste for reptile biood.

Studies of the mitechandrial DMA found in the mosquite’s gurs showed

that SRS of mesquitors sampled had fied on reptile bleod, with 47%
biting marine iguanas and 11% biting Galapagos tortole

It is tha first time that t
salt-marsh mosgquitn has been

shown to feed on reptiles.

No mammals were present on the
Galapagos until brought there by
peaple around 500 years ago. 50
the mosquito had to adapt to
feeding on roptiles when it arrived,
say the researchers.

alnpagos tortn:
Teast an

They now Fear It could pose a
significant threat to the future of
the tortoise and iguana, species that are found nowhere else.

g

The salt-marsh mosquito is already widespread and known to carry
pathogens such as West Nile virus, which If nothing is done to prevent
it Is predicted to reach the Galapagas In a few years time, says the
team,

“With tourism growing 5o rapidly, the chance of a disea:
masquito hitching a ride fram the mainland on a plane
says Andrew Cunningham of the Zoological Sockety of London, ane of
the research team.

carrying
Incroasing,”

"If @ new disease arrives via this route, the fear s that the Galapagos'
own mosquitoes would pick it up and spread it throughout the
archipelaga.”

Other remote

nds such as Hawail have mountainous regians, which
are too high and cold for mosguitoes to colonise. These provide a
refuge of sorts for animals susceptible to mosquito-borne diseases.

Tha

pagos archipelago has no such refuge, say the researchers,
Increasing the risk to lts natlve anlmals,
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a disease-carrying mosquito hitching a ride from the mainland on a plane
is also increasing ... if a new disease arrives via this route, the fear is that
Galapagos's own mosquitoes would pick it up and spread it throughout
the archipelago."
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f Galapagos mosquito now has a taste for the marine iguana.
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the National Academy of Sciences, by
scientists from the University of
Leeds, the Zoological Society of
N——— London and Galapagos National Park,
am, Snail Hitches Ride sheds light on the black salt marsh
09) mosquito, Aedes taeniorhynchus.
Since it is the only mosquito found
throughout the archipelago, the findings raise concerns
about the impact of mosquito-borne diseases.
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Arnaud Bataille and colleagues conducted a genetic
analysis that showed that the mosquito, one of three
species found in the Galapagos, was not introduced
recently by humans but instead arrived about 200,000
. Since then the insect has evolved so much it is practically a distinet species
mainland variety.

ing, the insect has adapted to be able to feast on the blood of lizards, tortoises
reptiles and not solely on mammals, as it does on the mainland. The mosquito
a wider range than on the mainland.

of that could spell trouble, the researchers say, if West Nile virus or a similar pathogen
were to reach the island. A. taeniorhynchus would appear to be poised to rapidly spread
such a virus, with potentially devastating consequences. The researchers suggest that all
planes and boats arriving in the Galapdgos be treated with pesticides.




