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The Worm That Turned Evolutionary Key

November 20 2009

(PhysOrg.com) -- The Keelworm, widespread in the seas and tide-pools
around Scotland and the rest of the UK, is unwittingly helping scientists
at the University of St Andrews to understand the evolution of modern
animals.

Analysis of over 2,000 gene sequences from a small segmented
keelworm has helped to reveal some of the genetic complexity of the
ancient ancestor from which 99 per cent of animals today descended.

The discovery brings us closer to understanding our links to the common
ancestor which inhabited the earth 550 million years ago, and from
which we evolved.

Comparisons of patterns of gene retention in fruit flies and roundworms,
traditionally studied as evolutionary links with our invertebrate
ancestors, have found higher levels of gene loss - suggesting that the
keelworm is in fact a closer link to our evolutionary origins.

Dr David Ferrier of the Scottish Oceans Institute, university of St
Andrews, said:

"Our keelworm work is helping to show that important model organisms
like fruit flies and nematodes have lost many of the types of genes that
are present in ourselves and were in our invertebrate ancestors. So
although the fly and nematode systems are hugely powerful genetic
'tools', there are plenty of ancient genetic processes that no longer have
an equivalent in these models.
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"We urgently need to develop further invertebrate model systems so that
we can understand what genes these ancient ancestors had, and then how
these genes work and have contributed to the evolution of the huge
diversity of animal forms that we see around us today."

More information: The original paper is published in BMC Evolutionary
Biology, and can be downloaded at: www.biomedcentral.com/content/
... /1471-2148-9-240.pdf

The Journal of Biology has published a review of the research, entitled
"The gene Compliment of the Ancestral Bilaterian - Was Urbilateria a
Monster?'. It is available to view at: jbiol.com/content/8/10/89
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