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A New Human Relative

Scientists have long been trying to understand how modern humans are related to closely related species such as the Neanderthals.  How are we different, and how did we survive while the other species became extinct?  Are there other related species?
Scientists have known that there are two species related to modern humans:  the Neanderthals, whose genome has been sequenced, and a small-sized species of human found several years ago on the island of Flores in Indonesia that is nicknamed “Hobbit”.

In 2008, a 30,000 year old finger bone from a young girl was found in a cave in Siberia.  A tooth was also found at the site.  The bone contained enough DNA that was of good enough quality to sequence.  Researchers were surprised to find that the DNA was not from a human or Neanderthal, but from a new, previously unknown human relative that is now extinct.  They named members of this new branch of the human tree Denisovans after the cave where the fossils were found.  The Denisovans lived throughout much of Asia.  The DNA sequence revealed that the Denisovans were a sister species to Neanderthals and came from the same ancestor that had previously split from the ancestors of modern human.  The researchers were further surprised to discover that some Denisovan genes are found in modern-day Melanesians, people that live in the region of New Guinea.  This suggests that Denisovans interbred with the ancestors of modern-day Melanesians.
The authors of this study, published in the journal Nature in December, 2010, concluded that a previously unknown branch of human relatives existed that may have interbred with the ancestors of modern humans.  

This finding is significant because it adds new information to the evolution and migration of modern humans and related species.  I think it is very exciting and surprising that we can still find a new branch of human relatives.  This information should teach us more about the past of the human species.
Bonus Questions:
1.  Do you think that other human relatives existed that we have not yet discovered?

2.  Why do you think that we have survived while other human relatives have become extinct?

3.  Since the other human relatives became extinct, do you think our human species will continue 
to survive?

