
Molecular Ecology (2009) 18, 1331–1340 doi: 10.1111/j.1365-294X.2009.04105.x

© 2009 Blackwell Publishing Ltd

Blackwell Publishing LtdDiversifying selection on MHC class I in the house sparrow 
(Passer domesticus)

CLAIRE LOISEAU,* MURIELLE RICHARD,† STÉPHANE GARNIER,‡ OLIVIER CHASTEL,§ ROMAIN 
JULLIARD,¶ RIMA ZOOROB** and GABRIELE SORCI‡
*Laboratoire Parasitologie Evolutive, CNRS UMR 7103, †Laboratoire Fonctionnement et Evolution des écosystèmes, CNRS UMR 
7625, Université Pierre et Marie Curie, 7 quai St Bernard, Case 237, F-75252 Paris Cedex 05, France, ‡Laboratoire BioGéoSciences, 
CNRS UMR 5561, Université de Bourgogne, 6 Boulevard Gabriel, F-21000 Dijon, France, §Centre d’Etudes Biologique de Chizé, CNRS 
UPR 1934, F-79360 Beauvoir-sur-Niort, France, ¶Laboratoire Conservation des espèces, restauration et suivi des populations, CNRS 
UMR 5173, Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, 55 rue Buffon, F-75005 Paris, France, **Laboratoire Génétique moléculaire et 
intégration des fonctions cellulaires, CNRS FRE 2937, 7 rue Guy Mocquet, BP8, F-94801 Villejuif Cedex, France

Abstract

Genes of the major histocompatibility complex (MHC) are the most polymorphic loci
known in vertebrates. Two main hypotheses have been put forward to explain the maintenance
of MHC diversity: pathogen-mediated selection and MHC-based mate choice. Host–parasite
interactions can maintain MHC diversity via frequency-dependent selection, heterozygote
advantage, and diversifying selection (spatially and/or temporally heterogeneous selection).
In this study, we wished to investigate the nature of selection acting on the MHC class I
across spatially structured populations of house sparrows (Passer domesticus) in France. To
infer the nature of the selection, we compared patterns of population differentiation based
on two types of molecular markers: MHC class I and microsatellites. This allowed us to test
whether the observed differentiation at MHC genes merely reflects demographic and/or
stochastic processes. At the global scale, diversifying selection seems to be the main factor
maintaining MHC diversity in the house sparrow. We found that (i) overall population
differentiation at MHC was stronger than for microsatellites, (ii) MHC marker showed
significant isolation by distance. In addition, the slope of the regression of FST on geographical
distance was significantly steeper for MHC than for microsatellites due to a stronger
pairwise differentiation between populations located at large geographical distances. These
results are in agreement with the hypothesis that spatially heterogeneous selective pressures
maintain different MHC alleles at local scales, possibly resulting in local adaptation.
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Introduction

Genes of the major histocompatibility complex (MHC)
encode molecules responsible for the recognition and
presentation of foreign antigens to cells of the immune
system (Klein 1986). The region of the molecule responsible
for the antigen presentation is the peptide-binding region.
Variation in this coding region determines the antigenic
peptides an individual is able to recognize (Klein 1986).
Understanding how variation of these selected genes is

maintained has received much attention from evolutionary
biologists (Hedrick 1972; Hedrick & Thomson 1983;
Hughes & Nei 1992; Borghans et al. 2004; De Boer et al. 2004).
In addition to mate-choice-based mechanisms, selective
fertilizations and abortions (Apanius et al. 1997; Edwards
& Hedrick 1998), parasite-mediated selection can explain
the maintenance of MHC variation (Hedrick 1999), in the
form of several, nonexclusive, mechanisms.

Heterozygous individuals may enjoy a selective advantage
if different alleles confer protection against a wider
spectrum of pathogens. Heterozygous individuals might,
however, also perform better than homozygous when
facing single pathogen infections, if two different MHC
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molecules do better at binding the antigens. This process
has been called overdominance and implies that hetero-
zygous individuals should do better than individuals that
are homozygous for either of the same alleles that the
heterozygous carries at a given locus (Doherty & Zinkernagel
1975; Hughes & Nei 1988; Carrington et al. 1999; Penn et al.
2002; McClelland et al. 2003).

Another mechanism that might account for the mainte-
nance of MHC diversity is negative frequency-dependent
selection (Apanius et al. 1997). Rare alleles are supposed to
have a selective advantage over common alleles because
pathogens tend to adapt to the commonest genetic variants
(Meyer-Lucht & Sommer 2005; Schad et al. 2005).

Finally, selection that varies in time and/or space could
maintain allele diversity as shown by theoretical models
and empirical data (Hedrick 1999, 2002; Landry & Bernatchez
2001; Meyer & Thomson 2001). It is important to note that
these selection forces can operate in concert to maintain
MHC diversity.

Recently, several studies have investigated the geographical
variation of MHC genes in wildlife (Landry & Bernatchez
2001; Piertney 2003; Lukas et al. 2004; Aguilar & Garza
2006; Bowen et al. 2006; Hayashi et al. 2006; Ekblom et al.
2007; Alcaide et al. 2008). The results of these studies
generally indicate that either the strength of the selection
on MHC genes is weak relative to other microevolutionary
forces, or that selection acts in a diversifying manner across
populations, possibly as a result of heterogeneity in parasite
abundance and diversity. However, such inference is often
made without examination of how parasite load or diversity
changes spatially. Therefore, characterizing variation in
parasite intensity and diversity across populations is an
important step in the way to understand the maintenance
of MHC diversity.

The aim of this study was to investigate the nature of
selection acting on MHC class I by comparing patterns of
genetic differentiation based on MHC and on microsatellite
loci among 13 house sparrow (Passer domesticus) popula-
tions located at different geographical distances. The house
sparrow has already been used as a model species to
explore the distribution of their blood parasites (Valkiunas
et al. 2006) and the role of MHC genes in the resistance to
malaria parasites (Bonneaud et al. 2006; Loiseau et al. 2008).
Previous work on different bird species have shown that (i)
exposure to malaria is heterogeneous in space as shown by
significant difference in parasite diversity and prevalence
across populations (Bensch & Akesson 2003; Beadell et al.
2004; Svensson et al. 2007; Loiseau et al. in preparation) and
within-populations (Wood et al. 2007), (ii) MHC alleles are
associated with risks of harbouring malaria infection
(Westerdahl et al. 2005; Loiseau et al. 2008) and, importantly,
associations differ across populations (Bonneaud et al.
2006; Loiseau et al. in preparation). Interestingly, Westerdahl
et al. (2005) have shown, in a temporal dimension, that the

variation in MHC allele frequencies between cohorts is not
a result of demographic events, but rather an effect of selec-
tion favouring different MHC alleles in different years.
Here, in a spatial dimension, we wished to determine if the
pattern of genetic differentiation at MHC is mainly driven
by the effect of mutation, gene flow and random genetic
drift or if selection plays also a role in the observed genetic
differentiation. The comparison between the pattern of
differentiation based on MHC and microsatellite loci can
give three possible outcomes, each of which would provide
evidence for different scenarios. First, if population differ-
entiation based on MHC merely reflects demographic and/
or stochastic factors, with no selection acting on MHC, we
should observe no difference between MHC and microsat-
ellite differentiation patterns. Second, if balancing selection
is the main selective force acting on MHC, we should
expect a weaker population differentiation at the MHC
compared with differentiation at microsatellites. Third, if
diversifying selection is the main selective force acting on
MHC, we should expect a stronger differentiation based at
the MHC than at microsatellites because different allelic
lineages may be retained in different populations.

Methods

Sampling

The house sparrow is a common, sedentary bird (Summers-
Smith 1988) in both rural and urban areas. Since 2004, a
monitoring was started in different sites through France.
Birds were caught with mist nets and ringed with a
numbered metal ring. We collected blood samples in 13
populations (from 20 to 85 individuals per population,
Fig. 1; Table 1), between April 2004 and June 2006.

Screening of MHC class I variation

Genomic DNA was extracted from blood samples using
the QIAquick 96 Purification Kit (QIAGEN) according to
the manufacturer’s instructions. We screened individuals
to assess allelic diversity at the most variable MHC class I
gene family using the polymerase chain reaction (PCR)-
based denaturant gradient gel electrophoresis (DGGE)
method (Myers et al. 1987). This method allows us to examine
single nucleotide polymorphism at MHC class I exon 3,
corresponding to the highly variable peptide-binding site
of the protein (α2 domain). In order to preferentially
amplify transcribed alleles, cDNA sequences were used to
design the following primers: GCA21M 5′-CGTACAGCGG-
CTTGTTGGCTGTGA-3′ and fA23M 5′-GCGCTCCAGCTC-
CTTCTGCCCATA-3′ (Bonneaud et al. 2004). Amplifications
were run in a final volume of 50 μL including 15–50 ng of
DNA, 0.25 μm of each primer, 200 μm of dNTPs, 5 μL of 10×
buffer and 0.5 U of Taq DNA polymerase. The thermal
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profile started with 1 min 30 of denaturation at 94 °C,
followed by 35 cycles at 94 °C, 65 °C and 72 °C for 30 s each,
and ended with an elongation step at 72 °C for 10 min. The
PCR products were separated using a DGGE. The DGGE
gel contained 7% 19:1 acrylamide/bisacrylamide, 1× TAE,
formamide, and a 40–65% denaturating gradient of urea
(Bonneaud et al. 2004). The gels were run at 60 °C in 1× TAE
buffer for 20 h at 180 V. Gels were stained with ethidium
bromide, and visualized under UV light illumination. All
gels always included two copies of a same marker (i.e. PCR
fragments made from genomic DNA from three house
sparrow individuals) to enable comparisons between gels.
The migration distance of the bands on the DGGE gels
were identified relative to these marker bands with a high
repeatability. Only one person read all the DGGE gels
to limit errors. In addition, 12 individuals were double-
checked in at least two gels and in five cases in three DGGE

gels. The same number and the same identity of DGGE
bands were always found.

Microsatellite genotyping

Individuals were genotyped using seven microsatellite
markers: Pdo3, Pdo4, Pdo5, Pdo6 (Griffith et al. 1999), Mjg1
(Li et al. 1997), Ase18 (Richardson et al. 2000) and Fhu2
(Primmer et al. 1996). We performed two multiplex: one
with Fhu2, Mjg1, Ase 18 and one with Pdo3, Pdo4, Pdo5
and Pdo6. Each multiplex was amplified in a final volume
of 10 μL including 15–50 ng of DNA, 50–200 nm of each
primer (concentrations given in Table 2), 300 μm of dNTPs,
1 μL of 10× incubation buffer (50 mm KCl, 10 mm Tris-HCl,
1.5 mm MgCl2, 0.1% TritonX-100, pH 9.0) and 0.25 U of Taq
DNA polymerase (Qbiogene). Samples were subjected to
initial denaturation at 94 °C for 10 min, followed by 10

Fig. 1 Location of sampling sites in France.

Table 1 Sample size (N) for each marker, index of allelic richness Theta (k) for MHC marker and allelic richness (A), observed (HO) and
expected heterozygosities (HE) for microsatellite marker are given for each population

Population NTotal Sampling

MHC Microsatellites

N Theta k N A HO HE

1 — Paris 83 2004–2005 52 10.75 83 28.80 0.880 0.923
2 — Cachan 59 2004 20 13.38 59 26.58 0.897 0.916
3 — Wissous 39 2004 39 9.29 37 24.81 0.943 0.914
4 — Crégy 85 2005–2006 85 8.88 58 28.97 0.889 0.926
5 — Thieux 45 2004 45 7.83 36 25.99 0.824 0.921
6 — Anglus 58 2004–2005 (winter) 58 7.66 36 27.62 0.869 0.913
7 — Cours 61 2004–2005 (winter) 61 9.15 55 28.16 0.878 0.926
8 — Crennes 61 2004–2005 55 12.85 61 25.55 0.900 0.912
9 — Rully 58 2005 58 9.22 50 27.53 0.843 0.920
10 — Arles 49 2005 49 10.57 49 28.76 0.883 0.920
11 — Chizé 62 2005 54 13.58 62 27.46 0.883 0.921
12 — Hoedic 52 2006 44 7.61 52 22.09 0.836 0.903
13 — Ouessant 57 2006 44 4.98 57 23.36 0.877 0.911
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cycles at 94 °C, 50 °C and 72 °C for 15 s each and by 20
cycles at 89 °C, 50 °C and 72 °C for 15 s each, with a final
extension phase at 72 °C for 10 min. The reaction was
performed in a GeneAmp PCR System 9700 thermocycler
(Applied Biosystems). The PCR fragments were fluorescently
labelled using primers bound to different dyes (FAM, HEX
or NED) and were analysed in an ABI 310 automated
sequencer following the manufacturer’s protocol using
GeneMapper 3.0 software.

Estimates of genetic variation

Intrapopulation genetic diversity. Among the 13 populations,
10 populations were sampled in the same year or two
different years but during the same winter, meaning that
no reproduction occurred between sampling events. Three
populations were sampled during two distinct years. For
these three populations, we pooled data from different
years because we found no genotypic differentiation at
microsatellite loci between years for two populations, and
because the significant differentiation between years that
we found for the third sampling site (site 1) was due to a
single locus (Pdo6). This finding should not be seen as
evidence against the neutrality of Pdo6 since the FST outlier
analysis (Beaumont & Nichols 1996; see results below)
confirmed that none of the loci used in this study is under
selection.

For microsatellites, intrapopulation genetic variation was
estimated by observed (HO) and expected (HE) heterozy-
gosities using the program Genetix (Belkhir et al. 2004).
Allelic richness was calculated using a rarefaction index
and estimated for the smallest sample size (36 individuals)
using fstat 2.9.3 (Goudet 1995). Linkage disequilibrium
between all pairs of loci and deviations from Hardy–
Weinberg equilibrium for each locus were tested within
each population using exact tests (Guo & Thompson 1992)
as implemented in GenePop 4.0 (Rousset 2008). A global
test for Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium across all loci was
constructed using Fisher’s method, providing that loci
were previously shown to be statistically independent.

Finally, we used the method put forward by Beaumont &
Nichols (1996) to check whether there was any selection
on each of the six microsatellite loci using the FST outlier
approach. We used the programs fdist 2 (Beaumont &
Nichols 1996; Flint et al. 1999) and we set the parameter d
(the total number of demes present in the system) to 100,
using the infinite allele model of mutation. Coalescent
simulations were performed to generate 20 000 paired values
of FST and heterozygosity. These simulations were used to
compute the 0.975, 0.5 and 0.025 quantiles of the distribution
of FST as a function of heterozygosity.

For the MHC class I, calculations of allele frequencies
and index of allelic richness (theta k) were performed using
Arlequin 3.1 (Excoffier et al. 2005), entering the sequence
name and number of individuals with an allele as haplotypic
data. Allele frequencies were thus estimated as the number
of individuals carrying a certain allele divided by the total
allele count observed in the population. Total allele count
is defined as the sum of different alleles per individual.
This procedure was necessary since more than two alleles
were found in some individuals, because we amplified more
than one locus. Indeed, like previously found (Bonneaud
et al. 2004), we amplified at least five loci with a number of
MHC alleles varying between 2 and 10. We have to note
that this way of determining allele frequencies may under-
estimate the frequency of common alleles and overestimate
the frequency of rare alleles (see Ekblom et al. 2007).

Population differentiation and isolation by distance. For both
markers, differentiation across all populations and between
population pairs was tested using a log-likelihood based
exact G-test (Goudet et al. 1996) using GenePop 4.0 (Rousset
2008) for microsatellites and Arlequin 3.1 (Excoffier et al.
2005) for MHC class I data. In addition, both global and
pairwise estimate of FST were estimated using Arlequin 3.1
(Excoffier et al. 2005) following Weir & Cockerham (1984).
We identified 95% confidence intervals (CI) of both overall
FST and pairwise FST for microsatellites by bootstrapping
over loci in fstat 2.9.3 (Goudet 1995).

Isolation by distance was assessed by testing the correlation
between FST/(1 – FST) and the logarithm of the geographical
distance (km) considering all population pairs for each
type of marker (Rousset 1997). Statistical significance was
evaluated using Mantel tests (with 10 000 permutations,
using xlstat). We also performed a partial Mantel test where
pairwise FST at MHC were correlated with geographical
distance while keeping constant differentiation at micro-
satellites. This test should provide evidence in favour of
a significant positive correlation between geographical
distance and MHC differentiation that is independent of
demographic and stochastic factors (see Ekblom et al. 2007
for a similar example). We also tested whether the slopes of
the regression between FST/(1 − FST) and ln(geographical
distance) based on the two markers were significantly

Table 2 Characteristics of the seven microsatellite locus. C,
primers concentrations (nm) used in PCR reaction (F = forward
primer; R = reverse primer); Na, number of alleles found over all
sampling sites and the size range

Locus Reference CF CR Na Range

Ase18 Richardson et al. 2000 200 200 35 187–249
Mjg1 Li et al. 1997 50 50 29 153–183
FhU2 Primmer et al. 1996 100 100 29 111–148
Pdo3 Griffith et al. 1999 150 150 36 99–164
Pdo4 Griffith et al. 1999 200 150 213 222–471
Pdo5 Griffith et al. 1999 100 50 28 223–251
Pdo6 Griffith et al. 1999 100 100 187 281–482
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different. We computed the 95% confidence intervals (CI)
for the two slopes to check whether they were overlapping
or not. To go a bit further in the comparison of the genetic
differentiation with geographical distance, we assessed if
all MHC pairwise FST overlapped with the 95% CI of all
microsatellite pairwise FST, considering non-overlapping
values as significantly different (Weir 1996). Finally, we
compared levels of differentiation estimated from the two
markers at different geographical distances by the mean of
a single parameter. We computed the pairwise FST for each
of the six microsatellites and the MHC, and assigned a rank
to each pairwise FST (rank 1 to the highest value of pairwise
FST, rank 7 to the lowest value). We then tested the correlation
between ranks obtained for MHC-based pairwise FST and
geographical distances, using a Mantel test with 10 000
permutations.

Results

Intrapopulation genetic diversity

Considering all the microsatellite loci, a total number of 528
alleles were found from 13 populations. The amount of
polymorphism varied among loci, ranging from 29 to 213
alleles (Table 2). Out of 267 exacts tests performed for
genotypic disequilibrium, 27 (10.1% of these tests) were
significant at the 0.05 level. However, only six tests remained
significant after sequential Bonferroni correction. Because
these tests did not concern the same pairs of loci and the same
populations, there was no evidence of linkage between
loci, which were then considered statistically independent.

Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium (HWE) was tested for
each locus in each population. A total of 91 tests were
performed and 38 were significant at the 0.05 level. Eleven
tests remained significant after Bonferroni correction: these
tests concerned 4 of the 7 loci (FhU2, Pdo4, Pdo5 and Pdo6)
and 9 of the 13 sites. Results strongly suggested the presence
of null alleles for locus FhU2. Indeed, 4 out of the 11 significant
tests after Bonferroni correction concerned this locus. In
addition, we found positive and high FIS values in all
populations, ranging from 0.055 to 0.379 (mean = 0.186).
Then, this locus was removed from all further analyses.
The remaining significant tests concerned locus Pdo4,
Pdo5, Pdo6 (with 3, 2, and 2 significant tests, respectively).
Although we cannot fully discard the presence of null
alleles in some locus–population combinations, we did not
exclude these three loci from the analyses because they did
not show a systematic heterozygote deficiency. Indeed, for
instance, except for the remaining significant tests, Pdo4
exhibited FIS values, close to zero, from –0.019 to 0.063, con-
trary to FhU2 for which FIS values ranged from 0.055 to
0.284, suggesting a strong departure from HWE.

Allelic richness, observed and expected heterozygosity
values for the six remaining microsatellite loci are given in

Table 1. Values of gene diversity (HE) were quite high and
homogeneous across populations, ranging from 0.903 to
0.926. Allelic richness ranged from 22.09 to 28.97 microsat-
ellite alleles per population and the two smallest values
were observed in the two insular populations.

MHC class I alleles were screened for a total number of
664 individuals (Table 1). Sixty different alleles were found.
Six alleles were found in all populations and seven alleles
were specific to a single population. Allele frequencies are
reported in Appendix S1, Supporting Information. We
found a large difference between populations for index of
allelic richness which ranged from 4.98 to 13.58 (Table 1).
Overall, the number of amplified MHC alleles varies
between 2 and 10. The number of alleles per individual
differed among populations (F12,645 = 5.60, P = 0.001);
however, this was due to a single population where indi-
viduals have a higher number of alleles compared to the
other populations (population 7, mean ± SE: 5.08 ± 0.27).
When removing this population, the number of alleles
per individual no longer differed among populations
(F11,646 = 1.30, P = 0.218).

Population differentiation and isolation by distance

For microsatellite loci and MHC, the global test of
differentiation among samples was highly significant
(P < 0.0001). Overall FST for the microsatellites and the
MHC were 0.0085 (0.0071–0.0098: 95% CI), and 0.0120,
respectively. In addition, differentiation test between all
pairs of samples showed that all pairs and 76 out of 78 were
significantly differentiated for microsatellite loci and MHC,
respectively. Pairwise FST values for microsatellite loci
ranged from 0.0015 to 0.0207, and for MHC from 0.0007 to
0.0415. In addition, over the 13 populations, no FST outlier
was detected for each of the six microsatellite loci (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 Results of the FST outlier analysis. Solid line indicates the
median value of FST and the dashed lines, the upper and lower 95%
quantiles from 20 000 simulations. Solid circles are observed FST

values from the six microsatellites loci.
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There was a statistically significant isolation by distance
for both microsatellites and MHC (microsatellites: r = 0.29,
P = 0.004, Fig. 3a; MHC: r = 0.48, P < 0.0001, Fig. 3b). However,
the significant isolation by distance based on microsatellite
loci was due to the two insular populations (sites 12 and
13); when removing these two populations, the isolation by
distance was no longer significant (r = 0.19, P = 0.165). On
the contrary, removing the two insular populations from
the analysis did not alter the result for the MHC (r = 0.43,
P < 0.0001). In addition, pairwise FST for the MHC were
positively correlated with microsatellite pairwise FST (r = 0.28,
P = 0.018). However, in spite of this correlation, the correla-
tion between FST based on the MHC and geographical
distances was very slightly affected by the concomitant
pattern observed for microsatellites, because a partial Mantel
test keeping constant microsatellite differentiation provided
a very similar result (partial Mantel test; r = 0.42, P = 0.0001).
The slope of the regression of MHC FST on geographical dis-

tance [b = 0.0042; 95% CI (0.0025; 0.0059)] was significantly
steeper than the slope of the regression of microsatellite FST

on geographical distance [b = 0.0013; 95% CI (0.0003;
0.0023)].

In addition, we found nine pairwise comparisons where
the MHC-based FST were below the lower limit of the 95%
confidence interval of the microsatellite-based FST, 39 pairwise
comparisons where the MHC-based FST were within the 95%
CI of the microsatellite-based FST, and 30 pairwise com-
parisons where the MHC-based FST were above the upper
limit of the 95% confidence interval of the microsatellite-
based FST (Fig. 4).

The correlation between the rank of the FST based on
MHC and the geographical distance was negative (r = –0.41)
and statistically significant (Mantel test, P = 0.00002). This
result means that differentiation at MHC was relatively
stronger (compared with microsatellites) for populations
located at large geographical distances.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the nature of the
selection acting on the MHC class I of 13 populations of
house sparrows, supposedly experiencing variable exposure
to parasites. The finding of a positive correlation between
pairwise estimates of FST for the MHC and neutral markers
indicates that genetic drift and migration do play a role
in the observed MHC variation in the house sparrow.
However, our results suggest that neutral processes are not
sufficient to explain spatial variation in MHC class I among
the studied populations. In agreement with the prediction

Fig. 3 Correlation between pairwise FST/(1 – FST) and ln(geographical
distance) in kilometres for 13 populations, (a) for the six
microsatellite loci, and (b) for the exon 3 of the MHC class I gene
family. Significance of correlation was established with a Mantel
test (100 000 permutations).

Fig. 4 Correlation between levels of pairwise population
differentiation for the MHC class I gene family and ln(geographical
distance). Open symbols represent MHC-based FST values below
the lower 95% confidence interval limit of the microsatellite-based
FST estimates. Black symbols represent MHC-based FST values above
the upper 95% confidence interval limit of the microsatellite-based
FST estimates.
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of diversifying selection, we found a stronger pattern of
isolation by distance for MHC class I than for neutral
markers (i.e. the slope of the regression of FST on distance
was significantly steeper for MHC than for microsatellites).

Comparing population differentiation at MHC and neutral
genes provides a powerful tool to assess the nature of the
selection acting on MHC genes. Accordingly, in the last
years, a few studies have adopted this approach to explore
selection on MHC in fish, birds and mammals (Miller &
Withler 1997; Landry & Bernatchez 2001; Miller et al. 2001;
Piertney 2003; Aguilar & Garza 2006; Bryja et al. 2007;
Ekblom et al. 2007). However, drawing a firm conclusion
from a direct comparison between MHC and microsatellites
can be misleading for several reasons. First, the assumption
of neutrality may be violated for some microsatellite loci,
for instance, because of linkage with selected genes (Slatkin
1995; Kohn et al. 2000; Vasemägi et al. 2005; Bryja et al. 2007;
Larsson et al. 2007). We thus checked whether there was any
indication of selection on each of the six microsatellite loci
using the FST outlier approach put forward by Beaumont &
Nichols (1996), and found that no microsatellite locus gave
an FST value outside the 95% limits of the randomly generated
FST distribution. Second, MHC and microsatellite genes
differ in their pattern of molecular evolution and the amount
of variability. Comparing highly polymorphic markers
with markers exhibiting lower levels of variability can bias
estimates of population differentiation. A recent standardized
genetic differentiation measure of FST (Hedrick 2005) has been
published to control for marker variability. Unfortunately,
the standardized FST needs a locus-specific approach. We
definitely have to extend this standardized measure to our
type of MHC data to allow the direct comparison between
MHC and microsatellites. We also have to notice that MHC
alleles from a co-amplification of several loci may bring a
potential issue concerning the proportion of null alleles.
Therefore, to develop a locus-specific typing protocol
would be the next step for further investigations with an
approach cloning-sequencing to be accurate on MHC typ-
ing. Finally, we used a partial Mantel test to estimate the
correlation between population pairwise differentiation at
MHC and geographical distance while keeping constant
differentiation at microsatellites. This method has recently
been put forward in a work on great snipes (Gallinago
media) by Ekblom et al. (2007). This test showed a strong
pattern of isolation by distance for the MHC, independ-
ently of microsatellites, suggesting that increasing amount
of differentiation with distance is not the sole consequence
of neutral (drift) and/or demographic (migration) factors.

We show here that the comparison of populations at
different geographical distances provided evidence in support
of the two main hypotheses (i.e. balancing selection and
diversifying selection) that have been put forward to
explain the maintenance of MHC diversity. At small spatial
scale, where selection pressures are presumably similar

(homogenous selection pressures might arise from similar
parasite abundance, diversity, genetic strains), balancing
selection should reduce the amount of between-population
diversity compared to the within-population diversity
(Shierup et al. 2000; Bernatchez & Landry 2003). This, of
course, should result in a weaker MHC population differ-
entiation compared to neutral markers. This is indeed what
we found for the populations located at the smallest
geographical distance. On the contrary, populations located
at large geographical distance are unlikely to experience
similar parasite-exerted selection pressures. Genetic differ-
entiation of parasite population is likely to increase with
geographical distance, suggesting that local parasite strains
might present different antigenic epitopes (Hill 1991).
Environmental differences between sites might also be
responsible for local variation in vector and parasite
abundance or virulence (Bensch & Akesson 2003; Wood et al.
2007). Indeed, we found evidence for heterogeneity in
parasite prevalence between populations located in different
habitats (ranging from 4.5 to 81.6%, Loiseau et al. in prepara-
tion). All this should therefore translate into spatially
heterogeneous selection favouring specific allelic lineages
in different host populations, resulting in stronger population
differentiation as compared to neutral markers. This pattern
of MHC-based population differentiation has been recently
reported in a few studies in fish, birds and mammals
(Landry & Bernatchez 2001; Miller et al. 2001; Aguilar &
Garza 2006; Bryja et al. 2007; Ekblom et al. 2007). Salmons
(Salmo salar) have been particularly well studied with this
respect because parasites can have a very local distribution
(Bakke & Harris 1998), with heavily infected isolated
populations, surrounded by healthy, noninfected ones. In
agreement with this finding, salmon populations do show
a stronger pattern of isolation by distance for MHC than
for microsatellites (Landry & Bernatchez 2001). Similarly,
Ekblom et al. (2007) reported significant genetic differen-
tiation for the MHC of great snipes between two large
regions, with no differentiation among populations within
each of the regions. These results were interpreted as the
consequence of habitat differences between regions (e.g.
dry mountains vs. flood plains), that may pose variable
selection pressures.

Diversifying selection is thought to promote local
adaptation. The co-evolutionary nature of host–parasite
relationships should produce MHC–pathogen associations
that are population-specific. The occurrence of local adapta-
tion in host–parasite system has received much theoretical
attention in the last decade, with several life-history traits
(i.e. relative dispersal tendencies of hosts and parasites,
generation time; Gandon & Michalakis 2002; Morgan et al.
2005) that have been identified as key factors for the out-
come of the interaction (parasite or host local adaptation).
Several experimental studies have also addressed this
issue with mixed results (review in Greischar & Koskella
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2007). However, to our knowledge, there is no single study
that has identified the genes possibly involved in host
adaptation to parasitism and how these genes vary in space.
Recently, Bonneaud et al. (2006) studied the association
between MHC alleles and malaria prevalence in two house
sparrow populations located at large geographical distance.
In agreement with the hypothesis of population-specific
function of MHC alleles, they found that two alleles were
associated with a significant decrease in the likelihood of
harbouring the infection. However, the allele that was
functionally associated with malaria prevalence in one
population was neutral in the second population and
vice-versa. The screening of malaria infection of the 13 house
sparrow populations studied here will provide a stronger test
of the idea of population-specific MHC–parasite association,
as suggested by the local adaptation hypothesis.
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