Inbreeding Problems

Its a good idea to introduce new genes into your stock at least once a year.   Inbreeding, can often make you think you have some dreadful disease problems.   Symptoms include, low viability from egg batches, lethargic cats that seem to lose interest in feeding and then die, crippled pupae, or poor emergence with many cripples, sometimes they will have split tongues where the butterfly has failed to zip it into a tube on emergence, and often they are reluctant to pair. 
regards, Nigel
Nigel:
I'm so glad you have chimed in on this. I used to think inbreeding was my biggest problem until I saw and read of a few European butterfly cultures that are very old with no new genes added. Then I came to realize that I was seeing a build up of pathogens in my cultures. I'm sure that some species are more likely to have inbreeding issues than others. Do you have a list of the families that are most prone to inbreeding problems?
Thank you,
Zane
Hi Zane,

Well, as you know, all organisms benefit from having a good diversity of genes within their own species populations. A healthy gene mix ensures a healthy population that in adverse times, especially when disease is rife, the population survives. As for cultures that have been kept going without adding new genes for a long time, these are usually (But not always) Lab specimens, that live their lives in clinical cleanliness.

 

There is a friend in the UK, who has managed to keep a Large White population, that is completely disease resistant for many years, this was through natural selection within his bred specimens only. No new genes were added, and this involved a lot of original work, a lot of death and destruction, and was done as an experiment. How well these butterflies could cope with wild conditions again is unknown, but I wouldn't give them much chance! Which ever way you look at it, a strong genetic mix means healthy stock. 

 

However, there are some species of butterflies that benefit from a closed gene pool. The pool is usually quite large, that is to say the population is usually quite big for the area inhabited. An example here would be the Baltimore Checkerspot, this species lives in small isolated colonies, that has little or no genetic mix with neighboring colonies. The benefit here is that the species evolves in its own microclimate, and through survival of the fittest, the best suited individuals for any particular habitat within their range will survive. Often these species will only have one generation a year, and where they do occur can be amazingly common for a short flight period. These colonies sometimes go through a period of decline, where in lean years, only a few adults survive, it is these that pass on their vital genes that ensure the colony survives. This rise and fall in numbers is a common observation with species like this, and we have several similar species in Europe that follow exactly the same pattern. It is considered by some, that by releasing bred individuals of these species, that did not originate in the colony where the release is to take place, could in fact endanger the colony, by weakening the vital gene pool that makes it a success.

 

As a rule of thumb, for all ubiquitous butterflies, and migratory species, I like to introduce new genes into my stock at least once a year. For the closed colony species, I only add new stock every few years, and this is usually an exchange with someone who has also got specimens from the same original stock.

regards

Nigel

