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"Instant" Evolution Seen in Darwin's Finches, Study Says

Evolution may sometimes happen so fast that it's hard to catch in action, a new study of Galápagos finches1 suggests. Researchers from New Jersey's Princeton University have observed a species of finch in Ecuador's Galápagos Islands that evolved to have a smaller beak within a mere two decades2. Surprisingly, most of the shift3 happened within just one generation, the scientists say. 

In 1982 the large ground finch arrived on the tiny Galápagos island of Daphne. Since then the medium ground finch, a long-time Daphne resident, has evolved to have a smaller beak—apparently as a result of direct competition with the larger bird for food. Evolutionary theory had previously suggested that competition between two similar species can drive the animals to evolve in different directions. But until now the effect had never been observed in action in the wild. In the new study Princeton's Peter and Rosemary Grant closely tracked the two related species for decades. 

Changing Beaks, Changing Diet 

The birds generally prefer to eat larger seeds, which are harder for their nutcracker-like beaks to break open but hold a bigger reward inside. The bigger the bird's beak, the easier it is to crack open the seeds' coatings. The already smaller-beaked medium ground finch couldn't keep up with the newly arrived large ground finch, which is about twice as big and dominates feeding grounds. 

Apparently in response, the medium ground finch evolved to have an even smaller beak, making the species more adept at eating small seeds that didn't interest the larger finch. 

"It is a very important one in studies of evolution, because it shows that species interact for food and undergo evolutionary change which minimizes further competition."

 Mason Mason Inman for National Geographic News 
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1finch : pinson (de Darwin)

2a decade = 10 years

3a shift : here, a change
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