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Headline: Some insects can lose then regain ability to fly
By Patrica Reaney
LONDON, Jan 15 (Reuters) - In a finding that proves the even
the theory of evolution changes, scientists have shown that some
insects lost and then regained their ability to fly.
Researchers had thought that it was impossible for an
organism to re-evolve a complex trait like wings but walking
sticks, small insects that look like twigs, have proven them
wrong.
After examining DNA from 35 species of walking sticks,
evolutionary biologist Michael Whiting and his colleagues at
Brigham Young University in Utah found that wings had been lost
in some of the primitive insects and then re-evolved at least
four times over tens of millions of years.
"Traditional thought for the last two centuries has been
that wings had only evolved once in evolution but our study
demonstrates that in walking stick insects wings were re-evolved
on multiple occasions," Whiting said in an interview.
The research reported in the science journal Nature
challenges basic beliefs of evolution -- that wings evolved only
once in insects and that if a trait is lost is cannot be
regained.
It also opens a new direction for research because it shows
that once a complex figure has evolved it can be maintained over
long evolutionary period even if it isn't apparent on the
outside.
Over a 50-million year period, even though the stick insects
did not have wings the genes for creating them appeared to have
been maintained.
"The remarkable thing was that they had the ability to
generate wings when they needed them," Whiting explained.
He likened his observation to a mammalogist discovering a
whale walking around on legs.
"It really is quite a remarkable and revolutionary idea," he
added.
Whiting and his team made the discovery while preparing a
family tree of walking stick insects. They suspect that like
other insects walking sticks lost their wings and ability to fly
so they could better adapt to their environment. 
A lack of wings in walking sticks probably increased their
ability to blend into their surroundings to protect themselves
from predators.
"At least 50 million years later, for some reasons, it was
to their advantage to have some of the species become winged
again," he added.
Scientists had believed that once a trait was lost it was
gone forever because the genes needed to create it would be
changed.
Whiting said the genetic instructions to produce wings and
legs are probably related and can probably be switched on and
off over millions of years.
He suspects re-evolution may have occurred in other species
including cockroaches and different insects and possibly other
animals.
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