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S'emther c$ï$ur indic&tes surviv:rl strategy in birds
Colotrrfrrl plumage linked tc immunc rcsponsc in talvrry owls,

ll.rti Ii;rpl:rrr

'l'hc r:olrrtr of t bilci's feathet's rnay bl, arr inclication of the strategy its irnmune systenl uses to
beat pathogens, according to a nervstudy.

Pigrnents in feathers irave been linkecl to the overail health ofbirds before. The carotenoicls that
give the blue-fbr:ted booby's fcet their distinctive colonr', for exarnple, itre :ilso antioxiclants that
at'e [rtitnd irt its ftr<ltl. So a booby that is srrf{'ering florn inl'ection or stalvalion willhavt less

color.n'iïl îr:et Ihan a healtlrv bird.

.,ut nov,'r<xeilx:hers in lrr':ruce lrave shou'n that f'ernale tarvny orvls (Strr.r ahrco) r.vith dark lecl
phttnage lnotull :t more por,ver{ll lespr:nsr to infcrtkln thau fcurales r,r,ith light<lr feathcrs.
Ilowcrtt', tliis strcruger l'rsp{)l1str conlcs itt. a cost: dar:ker'l.ernakrs lost mor<i weight over'the
roulsc of, the stirdt'than ltale lernakls.

'Ilhe discovety suggests Tlrat rather thau adveltising overall health with theil colour, females are
aclvertising their inunune stf ategy.

"We think these colours :rre beiug used il sexual selection," says Julien Gasparini of the
L:rboralory o1 F,r:oltgy autl Iivolution at tlre Picrre ancl l\tlar:ie Curie Universit)r in pot,ru, rvho led
lltt t.r:lrrrr. Fe.male t:nvnv orçls n itlt <iarli red

fèath.ers irave inrnune s.r,'stenrs tl.rat
responil rnore stronglyto inli:ction.

l. Gaqtarirri
Tl intlivir.luals arc living in au envircnnrcnl. in whicir disease is a big thleat, Gasparini pleclicts
llrirl. tlariit'r' {cntrli's rniç,hl bc prefercrrtiali.v lhosen lrv nrali,s bccause their heuvil-v protr:clivc. bnt
eriergi:tically exltensive, getrcs benelit offspring. hl contrasl, lightcr f'eurales wonlcl be pr:e{eli'ed
in less in{cst.crl illea.s.

A col*urfgl inhe.r.itance

r<ltenoicls otriv accoutrt for a srnall perceiltage of colouration. Melanin, another pigment, is ver'1, ç91np1ln an<l is ofterr involr,ecl il
eatnottflage colottl'tltion. But ihere has been little evidence that melanin is connecterl with the hèalth of an aninral arrd man-v- species

lor no oltv'iot.ts reasoll.'.llhis has icft rr.scalcher:s wondr:r'ing lr4rat tl-rcl yrigmenl. clocs in thesc ilninials.

j:rlt:r' hl Llhr,rl ar rrl. litrr r r tl t ir irt rolorr r"ovas heri t.a i>le

Ilelweeir 6 and 38 clays latei', birds were recaplured and weighed, antl sanrples of theil bloocl anal.vsed for antibodies lo del.errnine lhe
strengtlr of tlre innnune respolse.

Iieporlirrg in the ./r:rtrno I of Anbnol Ecologg!, the researchers reveai that the degree of lecl in a fenrale's feathers is closely linkecl to thc:

pt:r'iod than pa)el' fr,:rnalcs

Atlvcr"tisirrg st rcrrg,llls

lle sigrrilllirrg the prr:setr:e of rnetahcllit: tlaits lhat rvnukl otherwise lernain invisible.

"'Ihe rnmbined usage of bitrchemistry, imrnuneilogy, behavionral ectrlogy and genetics in this
stu<iy of anirnal colouration is unparal]ele<1," says l(evin McGraw, who researcl:res birrl

htç://www.nature. com/new sl 2009 I 090 |29lfull/news.2009. 66. html

;\t]1'lil{'l J$i;.illl'i)]"l'

0310212009 08:25:52



Fbather colour indicates survival strategy in birds ; Nature News Page2

coucl.r.rctetï.

"It u'olrld be great if r.r,e couki grj be.vond lreritability ârxl look at genc expression antl rnalr
gtxietic diifer:eu<xrs betrvecn tlrd colnru: nlorphs'r says Geoffi:ey I'lill, a biologist at Aubuln
fhriversil.-r' in Ala barna.

IT.efel.çnces

L Gaspalini ,l.etal.J.Anitn.Ecr>{.tloi:io.rrrr/j.rg65-265(r.aoo8.or5ar.x(aoog).
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