
Evolution could push back against CRISPR gene editing of insects to stop Zika and
malaria

Research published [May 2017] suggests that gene editing, a revolutionary cut-and-paste technology that
allows bespoke adjustments to an organism’s genome, might not be that effective in changing the long-
term characteristics of an insect population.

Michael Wade and Gabriel Zentner, from Indiana University, studied the flour beetle, a serious agricultural
pest. They focused on three stretches of the beetle’s genome where so-called where so-called Crispr 
technology, sometimes compared to genetic tweezers, could potentially snip out or insert genes. Two
targets were chosen because of their links to male and female fertility. The third location was selected
because it mirrors a spot in a mosquito genome previously scouted as a potential anti-malarial target.

The Indiana researchers, writing in the journal Science Advances, found there was sufficient natural
genetic variation in the flour beetles to get rid of any Crispr tampering within just six generations. Not only
that, but subsequent generations favoured genes, even rare ones, that circumvented the Crispr
intervention. Professor Wade concludes that “these naturally occurring genetic variants resistant to Crispr
are enough to halt attempts at population control using genetic technology, quickly returning wild
populations to their pre-Crispr numbers”. In insects, at least, evolution has already designed workarounds
to human meddling.
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analysis. Read full, original post: Smart insects put a fly in the gene-editing ointment
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