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Mitochondria-Targeted Plastoquinone Derivative SkQ1
Increases Early Reproduction of Drosophila melanogaster
at the Cost of Early Survival
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Abstract—It was previously found that 20 pM SkQ1 (10-(6′-plastoquinonyl) decyltriphenylphosphonium) solution
increased lifespan of virgin females and males of the fruit fly Drosophila melanogaster with maximal and highly reproducible
effect on early survival of females. In this paper we demonstrate that SkQ1 solution of the same concentration does not
increase lifespan of mated females and males, early effect on female survival being absent, whereas early fertility and the
total number of progeny are elevated in treated flies. Increase in fertility observed in young mated females instead of increase
of survival typical for young virgin females might illustrate the trade-off between the fly’s lifespan and reproduction.
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Correlations between oxidative damage and aging
are well documented for Drosophila. For example, flies
with altered expression of genes affecting reactive oxygen
species production [1-3] and detoxification [4, 5] or with
genetic alterations associated with modified mitochondrial genome [6] or structure [7] have modified lifespan.
However, there are some results that cause doubts on the
universal role of oxidative damage in regulation of normal
aging [8-11]. In particular, external oxidative and antioxidative agents affect lifespan, but not always [12-14]. As it
is still impossible to decide whether the oxidative stress
hypothesis of aging is true, accumulation of new data elucidating this problem holds great value.
Discrepancies between different experimental data
can be attributed to the effects of interaction of oxidative
stress with other factors affecting lifespan. For example,
reproduction status can affect survival [15, 16], and a
complex interplay between reproduction and lifespan can
interfere with effects of other factors, particularly oxidative stress, on lifespan.
It was previously found that the antioxidant SkQ1
(10-(6′-plastoquinonyl) decyltriphenylphosphonium) at
extremely low concentrations increased lifespan of fungi
(Podospora anserina), crustaceans (Ceriodaphnia affinis),
insects (Drosophila melanogaster), and mammals (mouse)
* To whom correspondence should be addressed.

[17]. SkQ1 was effective both in virgin females and males,
with maximal and highly reproducible effect on early survival of females. In this paper we demonstrate that SkQ1
solution of the same 20 pM concentration does not
increase lifespan of mated D. melanogaster females and
males, early effect on female survival being absent,
whereas early fertility and the total number of progeny are
elevated in treated flies.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The isogenic w1118 Drosophila melanogaster line was
used in the experiments. The flies were maintained on a
wheat/sugar/raisin/agar medium at 25°C.
Fresh 20 mM stock solution of SkQ1 in 96% ethanol
was prepared for each trial and stored at –20°C. Working
20 pM solution of SkQ in distilled water was prepared ex
tempore. As a control, 96% ethanol diluted 109 times in
distilled water was used (ethanol concentration in the
SkQ1 working solution). In each case, 0.1 ml of the solution was applied to the medium surface and dried
overnight at 25°C.
Three virgin females and three males collected from
parental vials with controlled density during one day were
placed together in a vial containing culture medium with
appropriate solution. Flies were transferred to fresh medi-
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um with appropriate solution once in three days. Dead
flies were registered every day. Progeny was scored in each
vial during 10 days.
Sample size of one experimental trail was equal to 60
females and 60 males. In total, lifespan of 180 females
and 180 males was scored. Data for males and females
were analyzed separately. To compare lifespan of treated
and control flies, two-way analysis of variance with trial
and treatment as the main fixed effects and Student’s ttest were used. To compare survival curves, the Kaplan–
Meier logrank test was performed using GraphPad Prism
Version 4.00 for Windows (GraphPad Software, San
Diego, California, USA, www.graphpad.com). To compare numbers of progeny of treated and control flies,
Student’s t-test was used.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Analysis of variance did not reveal significant variation between trials within each treatment for mated
males, which allowed combining trials for further analysis. Treatment term also was not significant (P = 0.8899)
indicating that SkQ1 in concentrations 20 pM did not
affect lifespan of mated males. Comparison of mean values of male lifespan (treated, 39 ± 1 days; control, 39 ± 1
days, P = 0.8626) and male survival curves (P = 0.9478)
confirmed this result (Fig. 1).
Analysis of variance did not reveal significant variation between trials within each treatment for mated
females, which allowed combining trials for further
analysis. Treatment term also was not significant (P =
0.1209) indicating that SkQ1 in concentrations 20 pM did

not affect lifespan of mated females. Comparison of mean
values of female lifespan (treated, 42 ± 3 days; control,
38 ± 1 days, P = 0.0868) and female survival curves (P =
0.1721) confirmed this result (Fig. 2, a and b). The most
pronounced effect of SkQ1 on lifespan of virgin females
consists in substantial increase of early survival [17]. This
effect lays the groundwork for the total effect of SkQ1 on
lifespan of virgin females. Such an effect is completely
absent when lifespan of mated females is assayed (compare Figs. 2c and 2d).
In total, three trials produced 23,011 and 20,855 flies
in the progeny of treated and control parents, correspondingly. Taking into consideration reduction of the
number of parents during the course of the experiments,
the number of progeny per female and the accumulated
(starting from the first day) number of progeny per female
was calculated for 10 day intervals (Fig. 3). Significantly
higher number of progeny was registered for 10-day-old
treated parent as compared with control (P = 0.0307).
This difference became insignificant at 20 days and disappeared completely later in life (Fig. 3a). However, the
early effect of SkQ1 on reproduction was sufficient to
provide significant increase in the number of progeny of
treated flies during their entire life (P = 0.0161, 0.0143,
0.0142, and 0.0198 for 20, 30, 40, and 50 days, respectively) (Fig. 3b).
Detailed analysis of the SkQ1 effect on lifespan of
virgin females revealed that it is much more pronounced
early in life. Mortality during the first 10 days of life was
almost completely abolished by SkQ1, whereas later in
life the effect of SkQ1 treatment became less marked and
disappeared completely in old females [17]. This effect is
paralleled by the effect of SkQ1 on locomotor activity of
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Fig. 1. a) Mean lifespan of treated (1) and control males (2). b) Survival curves of treated (1) and control males (2) (180 males per treatment
were analyzed).
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Fig. 2. a) Mean lifespan of treated (1) and control females (2). b) Survival curves of treated (1) and control females (2). c) Survival curves of
treated (1) and control (2) females early in life. d) Survival curves of treated (1) and control (2) virgin females early in life [17] (180 females
per treatment were analyzed).
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Fig. 3. a) Fertility of treated (1) and control females (2). b) Total progeny of treated (1) and control females (2). Differences between vials
were used to calculate standard errors.
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virgin females. Significant increase in locomotion was
observed in 10-day-old SkQ1 treated virgin females as
compared with controls. After 10 days, the difference
between treated and control flies was conserved at the
same level and finally disappeared in old females (E. G.
Pasyukova, unpublished results). In this paper we
demonstrate that SkQ1 did not affect early survival of
mated Drosophila females, but early reproduction
appeared to be increased in treated flies. Altogether,
these results indicate that SkQ1 can specifically affect
different traits at young ages, probably because
Drosophila is a post-mitotic organism. Alternatively,
SkQ1 effect on lifespan, locomotion, and reproduction
predominantly at young ages might reflect some basic
characteristics of this antioxidant and mechanisms of its
interaction with any organism. Indeed, the same tendency of predominant early-in-life SkQ1 activity was
observed for other animals [17]. Taking into consideration (i) a complex action of SkQ on different traits
including lifespan, locomotion, and reproduction and
(ii) its activity primarily observed in young flies, it is possible to suggest that SkQ1 could increase the quality of
life rather than to prolong lifespan.
Increase in reproduction ability observed in young
mated females instead of increase of survival typical for
young virgin females might illustrate the trade-off
between lifespan and reproduction. Our experiments do
not provide any explanation why this negative correlation
is observed in the case of SkQ1 treatment. It was shown
that the female survival cost of mating is not associated
with elevated feeding observed in females following mating [18]. Anyway, it is clear that SkQ1 effect on lifespan is
not related to dietary composition and, at least for mice,
to caloric restriction [17]. It is also evident that egg production (fecundity) and lifespan do not always show a
trade-off [19, 20]. Of all the traits, frequency of mating is
significantly associated with the extent of the female survival cost of mating [18]. It remains to be assessed experimentally whether mating frequency is affected by SkQ1
treatment. We know that locomotion is affected by SkQ1,
and a reasonable speculation would be that fly activity in
general is raised due to SkQ1 treatment. Mating frequency could be a part of this general effect. Another possibility is that SkQ1 effect on reproduction is more specific
and based on interaction with the metabolism of sex peptides. These male seminal fluid proteins can profoundly
change female gene expression and physiology, including
egg production and frequency of mating [21].
Increased reproduction ability of SkQ1 treated flies
can also be explained by better survival of the embryos,
larvae, and pupa in their progeny because they developed
in vials where SkQ1 was added. This explanation does not
involve trade-off between reproduction and lifespan;
rather, it predicts that SkQ1 affects viability at least at one
of the developmental stages of Drosophila, and this prediction can also be evaluated experimentally.
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