	



	

	
	

	 

	Zoo celebrates virgin Komodo birth

MANCHESTER, England (AP) -- A British zoo on Wednesday announced the virgin birth of five Komodo dragons, giving scientists new hope for the captive breeding of the endangered species.

In an evolutionary twist, the newborns' 8-year-old mother, Flora, shocked staff at Chester Zoo in northern England when she became pregnant without ever having a male partner or even being exposed to the opposite sex.

"Flora is oblivious to the excitement she has caused but we are delighted to say she is now a mum and dad," said a delighted Kevin Buley, the zoo's curator of lower vertebrates and invertebrates.

"When the first of the babies hatched, we didn't know whether to make her a cup of tea or pass her the cigars."

The shells began cracking last week, after an eight-month gestation period, which culminated with the arrival Tuesday of the fifth black-and-yellow-colored dragon. Two more eggs remained to be hatched.

The dragons are between 40 and 45 centimeters (16 inches to nearly 18 inches) long, weigh between 100 and 125 grams (3.5 and 4.4 ounces), said Buley, who leads the zoo's expert care team.

He said the reptiles are in good health and enjoying a diet of crickets and locusts.

Other reptile species reproduce asexually in a process known as parthenogenesis. But Flora's virginal conception, and that of another Komodo dragon in April at the London Zoo, are the first documented in a Komodo dragon.

The evolutionary breakthrough could have far-reaching consequences for endangered species.

Captive breeding could ensure the survival of the world's largest lizards, with fewer than 4,000 Komodos left in the wild.

Scientists hope the discovery will pave the way to finding other species capable of self-fertilization.

While it was not unusual for female dragons to lay eggs without mating, scientists realized they were witnessing something important when they discovered Flora's eggs had been fertilized.

DNA paternity tests confirmed the lack of male input, although the brood are not exact clones of Flora.

Parthenogenesis had only been noted once before in a Komodo dragon. Genetic tests showed that Sungai, a resident of London Zoo, was the sole parent to offspring in April.

The process has been seen in about 70 species, including snakes and lizards.

Scientists are unsure whether female Komodo dragons have always had the ability to reproduce asexually or if this is a new evolutionary development.

The reptiles, renowned for their intelligence, have no natural predators -- making them on par with sharks and lions at the pinnacle of the animal kingdom.

Chester Zoo's latest star attractions will eventually be moved into a specially built enclosure so the public can gaze at the evolutionary miracles.


Discussion:

1. What is a Komodo dragon? (Look it up on Wikipedia!)

2. What is parthenogenesis? (See links on geocities.com/magtutu/biology/KomodoDragonLinks.html)
3. In the space below, draw a Venn Diagram to illustrate the genetic differences between sexual and asexual reproduction.
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4. And now the drama…

As you can imagine, Flora’s mother and father were shocked to learn that their daughter had children without even having a husband. Her mother, being a bit progressive, thinks that Flora should be able to reproduce with or without a mate if she likes. Her father, on the other hand, is more traditional. He believes that the best way would have been for Flora to have had children “normally” – by combining her DNA with another dragon via sexual intercourse.

Take the point of view of Flora, her mother, or her father. Write a letter to one of the other two that tries to persuade the reader to agree with your position. Your essay should include an introductory paragraph stating your thesis and supporting points. It should be followed by supporting paragraphs for each point. It should conclude with a summary of your thesis and supporting points. Be sure to include the genetic pros and cons of each side, not just the type of banter heard on the Jerry Springer show.
