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Early Human Speciation, Brain Expansion and Dispersal
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Abstract

Early human evolution is characterised by pulsed speciation and dispersal events that cannot be explained fully by global or
continental paleoclimate records. We propose that the collated record of ephemeral East African Rift System (EARS) lakes
could be a proxy for the regional paleoclimate conditions experienced by early hominins. Here we show that the presence
of these lakes is associated with low levels of dust deposition in both West African and Mediterranean records, but is not
associated with long-term global cooling and aridification of East Africa. Hominin expansion and diversification seem to be
associated with climate pulses characterized by the precession-forced appearance and disappearance of deep EARS lakes.
The most profound period for hominin evolution occurs at about 1.9 Ma; with the highest recorded diversity of hominin
species, the appearance of Homo (sensu stricto) and major dispersal events out of East Africa into Eurasia. During this period,
ephemeral deep-freshwater lakes appeared along the whole length of the EARS, fundamentally changing the local
environment. The relationship between the local environment and hominin brain expansion is less clear. The major step-
wise expansion in brain size around 1.9 Ma when Homo appeared was coeval with the occurrence of ephemeral deep lakes.
Subsequent incremental increases in brain size are associated with dry periods with few if any lakes. Plio-Pleistocene East
African climate pulses as evinced by the paleo-lake records seem, therefore, fundamental to hominin speciation,

encephalisation and migration.
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Introduction

Human evolution is characterised by speciation, extinction and
dispersal events that cannot currently be explained by global or
regional paleoclimate records [1-3]. Despite the widespread
distribution of hominins across Africa and Eurasia after two
million years ago, the majority of hominin species originated in
Fast Africa and subsequently colonised the rest of Africa and
Eurasia [4-5]. Arguably the most important episode in hominin
evolution occurred in this region during the period bracketing 1.8
1.9 Ma when hominin diversity reached its highest level with the
appearance of the Homo (sensu stricto) and new species of the
Paranthropus genera. In addition to speciation, a second major
process that begins during this period is the episodic migration of
hominins out of the Rift Valley and into Eurasia. This period also
witnessed the most dramatic increases in hominin brain size; early
representatives of the Homo erectus sensu lato (Homo erectus and H.
ergaster) in Africa had a brain that was >80% larger than the
gracile australopithecine Australopithecus afarensis and ~40% larger
than Homo (Australopithecus) habilis (Figure 1). However, there
remains no consensus for what conditions or mechanisms drove
these major changes.

Environmental pressures have long been assumed to play a key
role in hominin speciation and adaptation [6]. The savannah
hypothesis implicates the long-term trend towards increased aridity
and the expansion of the savannah as a major driver of hominin
evolution [7-8]. As opposed to long-term directional trends, the
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variability selection hypothesis advocates the role of environmental
unpredictability in selecting for behavioural or ecological flexibility
[9-12]. However, these hypotheses, which emphasise long-term
trends toward either a drier or more variable climate, do not
explain the pulsed nature of hominin speciation and migration
events. Two alternative hypotheses, however, can account for the
discrete and episodic nature of hominin evolutionary events. The
turnover pulse hypothesis, developed to explain discrete patterns in
ungulate speciation, suggests that acute climate shifts drive
adaptation and speciation [13]. However, the evidence for this
hypotheses is equivocal as the stacked benthic foraminifera §'%0
record, which is thought to represent global climate, may [14] or
may not [1] contain temporal signatures associated with key events
in hominin evolution. A more recent hotly debated hypothesis, is
the pulsed climate variability hypothesis, that highlights the role of
extreme wet-dry climate cycles specific to East Africa in driving
hominin evolution [15].

This last hypothesis is based on the distinct geologic and climate
conditions of East Africa. The East African Rift System (EARS),
one of the most extensive geological features on the Earth’s
surface, runs north-south for around 4500 km from Syria through
East Africa to Mozambique [16-17]. The formation of the EARS
had a profound effect on the long-term climate of East Africa.
Evidence from carbon isotope records from both soil carbonates
[18-20] and biomarkers (r-alkanes) extracted from deep-sea
sediments [21] provide clear evidence of a progressive vegetation
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Figure 1. Top panel shows the East African Rift valley lake variability shown both as the number of Basin containing deep or
shallow lakes and the calculated normalised lake index. The putative hominin dispersals ‘D’ (red arrows out of Africa, dotted within Africa
only) are shown above. Middle panel shows African hominin species diversity over time. Bottom panel shows hominin brain estimates for Africa and
Eurasia. Hominin specimen dates and brain size estimates were taken from Shultz et al [3]. East African hominin diversity at each 100 kyrs interval
were estimated using first (FAD) and last appearance dates (FAD) from the literature [2,35-36,46]. Homo erectus and H. ergaster were treated as a
‘super-species’ referred to in the Figure key and text as ‘Homo erectus (sensu lato)’, but distinct regional processes in brain size change were identified
by separating the specimens by continent in the analyses. Hominin migration dates were estimated by FAD of hominin specimens outside of EARS.
Lake variability index was calculated by collating the published geological evidence for the appearance of either deep ephemeral or shallow alkaline

lakes in seven major Basins [15,17,23-27,34-37]. The index was normalised by dividing by 7 to produce a range from 0 to 1.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076750.g001

shift from C3 (~trees and shrubs) to C4 (~tropical grasses) plants
during the Plio-Pleistocene. This shift has been ascribed to
increased aridity due to the orographic barrier produced by the
progressive rifting of East Africa during this period [22].

The progressive formation of the EARS also led to the
production of isolated basins within which lakes could form.
Southward propagation of rifting and magmatic activity resulted
in the formation of lake basins first in the northern parts of the
EARS. For example, fluviolacustrine history of the Afar, Omo-
Turkana and Baringo-Bogoria Basins in the north began in the
Middle and Late Miocene, whereas the oldest lacustrine sequences
in the central and southern segments of the rift in Kenya and
Tanzania are found in the Early Pliocene [23]. Despite the
southward progression of tectonic processes in East Africa,
ephemeral deep-water lakes seem to occur in separate basins at
approximately the same time suggesting a climatic control [17,24].
Figure 1 shows a compilation of all the current known occurrences
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of both ephemeral deep freshwater and shallow alkaline lakes in
the EARS for the last 5 Myrs. There is growing evidence that
during each of these major lake phases the large fresh-water lakes
appeared and disappeared on a precessional time-scale [24-27],
which may reflect repeated periods of extremely wet and arid
conditions and significant vegetation shifts within the EARS [28].
Up to and including 2.6 Ma, these lakes track 400 ka eccentricity
cycles. Subsequently, these lake phases still occur at the peak
eccentricity forcing but only at ~1.8 Ma and ~1.0 Ma. The most
significant lake phase at 1.9-1.7 Ma [1], that corresponds with the
intensification of the Walker circulation [29-31]. At this time the
E-W sea surface temperature gradients in both the Pacific and
Indian Oceans increased [29,31] intensifying the E-W moisture
transport in the tropics, which greatly increased rainfall variability
both on a precession and an ENSO (El Nifio Southern Oscillation)
time-scales.
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Materials and Methods

Data

Regional aeolian terrigenous dust records from off the coast of
West Africa (ODP 659), Arabian Sea (ODP 721/722) and
Mediterranean (ODP 967) and global stacked benthic foraminifera
3'%0 paleoclimate records were collated from published sources
(see File S1). Data on hominin species first and last appearance
dates (FAD and LAD), postulated timing of dispersal events and
brain size were collated from the literature (see Tables S1 and S2
in File S1). Absolute hominin brain capacity was used with no
correction for body size for two reasons. First there is significant
controversy over body size estimates and second recent work
shows that absolute brain size is the best predictor for cognitive
ability [32-33]. We used the FAD and LAD to generate estimates
of hominin diversity during each 100 kyrs block between the
present and 3 Ma. We then derived a species turnover vector by
differencing richness estimates from adjacent time periods. The
lake variability index was calculated by collating the published
geological evidence for the appearance of either deep ephemeral
or shallow alkaline lakes in seven major Basins in 50 kyrs sections
over the last 5 Myrs [15,17,23-27,34-37]. These Basins are;
Olduvai (Tanzania), Magadi-Natron-Olorgesailie (N. Tanzania
and S. Kenya), Central Kenya Rift (Kenya), Baringo-Bogoria
(Kenya), Omo-Turkana-Suguta (N. Kenya), Ethiopian Rift (South
and Central Ethiopia) and Afar (N. Ethiopia). The index was
normalised by dividing by 7 to produce a range from 0 to 1.

Statistics

To identify best fit models relating paleoclimate to both the lake
index and hominin evolution, we used a the stepAIC function in R
package MASS to select the best fit model [38], see Figure 2. For
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comparison of fit, we then ran these models through a linear
model to extract p values and 2 (sce File S1).

Results and Discussion

To establish whether EARS lake formation is associated with
paleoclimate trends, we used regional (acolian terrigenous dust
records from off the coast of West Africa ODP 659, Arabian Sea
ODP 721/722 and Mediterranean ODP 967) and global (stacked
benthic foraminifera 8'®0) paleoclimate records to predict the
occurrence of EARS lakes (see File S1). The best-fit model requires
both the regional and global records to explain what is occurring
within the Rift valley as evinced by the collated lake record
(Table 1). As it has been suggested that the lakes represent pulsed
changes in local climate conditions, we also incorporated measures
of climate pulses or shifts in regional dust records [2] (Table 1).
These measures of climate turnover substantially improve model
fit, indicating that the occurrence of widespread ephemeral deep
lakes is a pulsed system influenced both by regional and global
changes. Hence over the Plio-Pleistocene, East African climate is
best characterised as a long-term trend towards increasing aridity
punctuated by periods of precession-forced high rainfall leading to
the periodic appearance of deep freshwater lakes. It is these pulses
of increased productivity and shifts in habitat availability that may
explain hominin speciation and dispersal events.

As the lakes appear to be a proxy for local climate pulses, we use
the lake index to explicitly test the pulsed climate variability hypothesis
[15] by evaluating the relationship between paleoclimate and
hominin evolution. Our approach is a significant advance on
previous models, as we incorporate the lake index as a proxy for
local climate, together with regional and global paleoclimate
records. By incorporating multiple records, we can identify which
aspects of paleoclimate best predict hominin evolution. Over the
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Figure 2. Relative impact on model fit of different paleoclimate indicators as predictors of aspects of African hominin evolution
(species turnover, brain size change, dispersal events, and overall diversity). Values represent the deltaAlC change [38] from dropping
each of the indicators from the global model. ODP721 was not incuded in the migration analyses due to a high VIF. Non-climate variables included in
these models are not shown here as they vary across analyses but can be found in File S1.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076750.9002
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Table 1. EARS lake activity is predicted by regional paleoclimate records.

Model AIC adj r2 Predictors d.f. AIC change Coefficients
Regional and global paleoclimate —18.99 0.16 ODP659 1,56 4.09 —0.55 (0.22)
records
3'%0 Stack 378 1.32 (0.56)
ODP967 3.13 —0.41 (0.18)
ODP721/722 234 0.39 (0.19)
As above with additional climate —37.48 0.49 APL ODP 967 1,39 7.58 0.07 (0.02)
variability measures
APL ODP 659 6.66 0.09 (0.03)
3'%0 stack 5.39 1.64 (0.63)
ODP 967 3.79 —0.53 (0.22)
ODP 659 3.38 —0.24 (0.11)
ODP 721/722 0.35 0.29 (0.20)

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076750.t001

past 3 Myrs, East African hominin species diversity and dispersal
events are predicted by both lake presence and Mediterranean
dust deposition (Table 2 and Figure S1 in File S1). Of these two
predictors, the lake index has the strongest impact on model fit for
both the dispersal and diversity models. In the period following
2 Ma, the fossil record suggests there are periodic hominin
dispersal events out of East Africa [39]. Around 1.8 Ma, there is
evidence of Homo georgicus and H. erectus in Eurasia and H. habilis in
southern Africa suggesting they may have migrated out of East
Africa before this time. This first pulse is followed by later
dispersals into both Eurasia and southern Africa by H.
heidelbergensis and finally anatomically modern H. sapiens. Previous
explanations for the onset of dispersal have been tied to hominins
acquiring the necessary competencies in foraging or locomotion,
life history [40], material technology or cognition to expand their
range. However, the small-brain and body sizes and technolog-
ically crude early Dmanisi hominins may suggest that it was not a
cognitive, a technological or a locomotory threshold, which
facilitated ecarly dispersal [41]. Additionally, once hominins
overcame the constraining factors, one would assume that there
would be continual, if low-level dispersal. In contrast, the fossil
record suggests that dispersal events were discrete events. The
regional differentiation between African and Asian H. erectus
populations, and the eventual transition of the former into H.
heidelbergensis, and between H. sapiens and H. neanderthalensis suggests
that there was limited gene flow between Africa and Asia. A
parsimonious explanation for periodic migration events is that they
were forced or facilitated by climatic conditions. We suggest that
both the lake presence and absence could be associated with
dispersal events. For example when the lake Basins are dry they
become ‘hyper arid’ and thus inhabitable and hence hominin
population would have been forced to migrate to the north and
south [34] but there would also have been a server lack of
resources. Thus dispersal is more likely to have occurred when the
Basins were completely filled with water, as there would have been
limited space for the hominin populations on the tree covered Rift
shoulders and river flood plains [34]. The wet conditions would
however been more conducive to dispersal as hominin populations
would have expanded due to the availability of water and food and
could have followed the Nile tributaries northward [42]. So the

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org

Full model results are presented in the supplementary information. Best fit model was identified using the stepAIC function in R package Mass [38]. APL, a measure of
climate pulses or turnover, represents average path length for each 50 kyrs period as derived by Donges et al. [2], AIC change represents the impact on model fit by
dropping each predictor (positive change indicates that dropping a factor worsens model fit). Variables listed in decreasing order of influence on model fit. The first
model covers the period from 0-3 Ma and the second from 350 Ka —2.6 Ma, due to the reduced coverage of the APL records.

occurrence of deep freshwater lakes would have forced expanding
hominin populations both northwards and southwards generate a
pumping effect pushing them out of East Africa towards the
Ethiopian highlands and the Sinai Peninsula or into Southern
Africa with each successive precessional cycle.

A final characteristic that defines hominin evolution is
increasing brain size over the Pleistocene. Figure 1 shows a new
compilation of estimated cranial capacity [3], with each specimen
plotted against its date. Hominin encephalisation is a combination
of processes: an underlying gradual trend towards larger brains is
punctuated by several large step increases at ~100 Ka and
~1.9 Ma [3]. Global benthic foraminifera 8'®0 and Indian
Ocean aeolian records do not explain these processes [3]. Here we
use a comprehensive set of paleoclimate indicators: East African
Rift lake presence, regional Aeolian flux records from the Arabian
Sea, the Mediterranean and the East Atlantic together global
benthic foraminifera 8'®0 with to develop models predicting

Table 2. Lake presence and Mediterranean dust records
predict hominin dispersal and diversity patterns (0-3 Ma).

Model AIC adj r2 Predictor ?I::nge Coefficient
Migration 16.04 Deep Lakes 13.35 17.14 (7.64)
Diversity 96.50 0.49 All lakes 19.508 5.9 (1.21)
ODP 967 6.534 —2.8 (0.95)
Species 79.11 0.18 ODP 967 2.551 2.10 (1.01)
Turnover
Deep lakes 3.986 —2.69 (1.12)
African 6.738 0.39 (0.13)
diversity

The migration model is one of three scenarios (see Table S2 in File S1). As
species richness is temporally autocorrelated, we also ran a model of species
turnover (net change in richness for each time period). All global and regional
paleoclimate databases were included in the model. As above, StepAIC was
used to identify best-fit models. No r2 is reported for migration as we assumed
a binomial error structure. Full model results are available in File S1.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076750.t002
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hominin brain size. The largest change in brain size, associated
with the appearance of the Homo erectus super-species is associated
with the period of maximal ephemeral lake coverage. This jump of
80% expansion in cranial capacity occurs during one of only two
periods when there is evidence for at least 5 of the 7 major intra-
rift lake basins being active. Subsequently, the underlying trend
towards increasing brain size in Homo is most strongly correlated
with both decreases in lake presence and high levels of dust
deposition in the Mediterranean ODP967 record (Table 3),
indicating drier conditions in East Africa [43]. Brain size change in
African hominins was not predicted by either Arabian Sea dust or
global benthic foraminifera §'%0 records. In contrast, patterns of
hominin encephalisation in Eurasia were positively associated with
lake presence. This later finding stems from the association
between dispersal events and lakes: larger brained African
hominins colonised Eurasia during periods when extensive lakes
in the EARS push them out of Africa (Figure 1). Taken together,
this suggests that small steps in brain expansion in Africa may have
been driven by regional aridity. In contrast, the great leap forward
in early Homo brain size at 1.8 Ma was associated with the novel
ecological conditions [28] associated with the appearance and
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Table 3. The relationship between time and EARS lake coverage and encephalisation in hominins in Africa and Eurasia.
AIC
Model AIC adj r2 AIC change Coefficient
Global —537.84 0.90 Genus 1,181 55.7 0.09 Homo
(0.04)
—0.07 Paranthropus
(0.04)
Age 35.94 —-0.13
(0.02)
ODP 721 6.89 0.11
(0.04)
ODP 967 342 0.07
(0.03)
All lakes 1.63 —0.05
(0.03)
ODP 659 0.16 —0.08
(0.06)
Africa —134.2 0.88 Genus 1,46 24.24 0.07 Homo
(0.06)
—0.07 Paranthropus
(0.06)
Age 24.15 —0.19
(0.03)
All lakes 10.47 —0.21
(0.06)
ODP 967 1.37 —0.24
(0.13)
Asia —439.44 0.79 Age 1,126 91.07 —0.16
(0.01)
ODP 659 23.69 —0.33
(0.02)
ODP 721 7.02 0.11
(0.04)
All Lakes 0.42 0.04
(0.02)
All available paleoclimate databases were incorporated in the global models. Age was incorporated in the models to minimise the probability of spurious, non-causal
temporal correlation between encephalisation and long-term paleoclimate trends. StepAIC was used to identify model with most support. Full model results are
available in File S1.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0076750.t003

disappearance of deep-freshwater lakes long the whole length of
the EARS (Figure 1). The effects of the lake variability may have
been enhanced at 1.8 Ma as key geological features that fragment
the current lake Basins had yet to form; including the Barrier
volcano separating Lake Turkana and the Suguta valley (~1.4 Ma
eastern side and ~0.7 Ma western side) and the Emuruangogolak
volcano (~1.3 Ma), and Namarunu volcano (0.8 Ma) which
separate Lake Baringo and the Suguta Valley [35-37,44]. Hence
during wet periods at about 1.8 Ma one huge lake may have
extended perioidically from the Omo National Park in the north to
just north of Lake Baringo in the south covering over 16,000 km?.

The appearance of the Homo erectus sensu lato in Africa represents
a fundamental turning point in hominin evolution. Not only was
there a dramatic increase in brain size, but also in life history
(shortened inter-birth intervals, delayed development), body size,
shoulder morphology allowing throwing of projectiles [43],
ecological flexibility [46] and social behaviour [47]. Some of
these changes are consistent with a change in strategy towards
flexibility and the ability to colonise novel environments. In
contrast, the robust Australopithecus sp. adopted specialised habitat
and dietary strategies [8]. Thus, two strategies arose during this

October 2013 | Volume 8 | Issue 10 | e76750



period, one of increased flexibility and one of increased
specialisation. There could be three evolutionary processes could
explain this adaptive radiation of hominins: 1) the occupation of
novel niches for species living in a highly productive but spatially
constrained region when there are deep fresh water lakes in the
EARS [46] and 2) the lakes themselves creating spatial structure
producing population isolation and vicariance and 3) repeated
periods of increased resource availability stimulated adaptation
and radiation followed by periods of environmental stress when
the lakes rapidly dried up imposing strong selection pressures [28].
Given that fossils from multiple hominin species, including P. bousei,
H. erectus spp., H. habilis and H. rudolfensis, have all been discovered
at Koobi Fora and attributed to the period of maximal lake
coverage (~1.8-1.9 Ma), it may be possible that these hominins
were sympatric and in competition [48]. Moreover, the Para-
nthropus sp. are associated with habitats that incorporate wetlands
[8,49], which would have been more available during periods of
maximal lake coverage. It is interesting to note that hominin
diversity drops from six down to only one during the period when
deep-water lakes are in decline across the landscape (Figure 1)
supporting the suggestion that competition was a major driver of
hominin evolution. The Last Appearance Dates of the Paranthropus
sp. 1s contemporary with the disappearance of deep-water lakes
and an onset of an arid cycle.

Conclusion

That the presence of Rift lakes is concurrent with major events
in hominin evolution suggests that we must embrace a new
perspective on how environmental conditions drove human
evolution. Paleoclimate derived from stacked benthic foraminifera
3'®0 or acolian dust records has been unable explain the
occurrence of discrete evolutionary phases in the hominin fossil
record [2-3,15], the incorporation of the Rift lakes as both a
climate indicator and landscape feature provides this missing
environmental evidence. The unusual geology and climate of the
East African Rift System introduced selective environmental
pulses, which not only drove speciation but also subsequent
dispersal events. However, our study suggests that this is not a
simple relationship between climate variability and hominin
evolution. As significant hominin brain expansion occurred at
~1.8 Ma coeval with occurrence of massive ephemeral deep-
water lakes, while subsequent expansions are associated with

References

1. Trauth MH, Larrasoana JC, Mudelsee M (2009) Trends, rhythms and events in
Plio-Pleistocene African climate. Quaternary Science Reviews 28: 399411,
doi:10.1016/j.quascirev.2008.11.003.

2. Donges JF, Donner RV, Trauth MH, Marwan N, Schellnhuber H-J (2011)
Nonlinear detection of paleoclimate-variability transitions possibly related to
human evolution. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
United States of America 108: 2042220427, doi:10.1073/pnas.1117052108.

3. Shultz S, Nelson, Dunbar RIM (2012) Hominin cognitive evolution: identifying
patterns and processes in the fossil and archaeological record. Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 367: 2130-2140,
doi:10.1098/rsth.2012.0115.

4. Antén SC, Swisher CC (2004). Early Dispersals of Homo from Africa. Annual
Review of Anthropology 33: 271-296.

5. Ke Y, Su B, Song X, Lu D, Chen L, et al. (2001) African Origin of Modern
Humans in East Asia: A Tale of 12,000 Y Chromosomes. Science 292: 1151—
1153, doi:10.1126/science.1060011.

6. Maslin MA, Christensen B (2007) Tectonics, orbital forcing, global climate
change, and human evolution in Africa. Journal of Human Evolution 53: 443
464.

7. Klein RG (1989) The Human Career, University of Chicago Press.

8. Reed KE (1997) Early hominid evolution and ecological change through the
African Plio-Pleistocene. Journal of Human Evolution, 32: 289-322,
doi:10.1006/jhev.1996.0106.

9. Potts R (1998) Variability selection in hominid evolution. Evolutionary
Anthropology: Issues, News, and Reviews, 7: 81-96.

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org

African Climate Pulses and Early Human Evolution

extreme dry periods. Hence, though the Pulse Climate Variability
hypothesis is an interesting starting point for discussing early
human evolution it may to simplistic to capture the whole range of
evolutionary forcing occurring in East Africa in the Plio-
Pleistocene. We may have to consider that climate was not always
the underlying cause and that intrinsic social factors and intra-
species competition may have play a significant role [50].
However, understanding the role of East African lakes does seem
to be required to explain why and when hominin species arose and
eventually left East Africa.

Supporting Information

File S1 Supporting figures and tables. Table S Hominin
diversity estimates based on First and Last Appearance dates (FAD
and LAD). Table S2 Alternative scenarios for hominin migration
events based on putative timings in the literature. Table S3 Best fit
models for using regional and global dust flux records to predict
occurrence of EARS lakes over the past 3 million years. Table S4
Best fit models for using regional and global dust flux records to
predict occurrence of EARS lakes from 350 Ka to 2.6 Ma. Table
S5 Models for hominin diversity. Table S6 Stepwise AIC model
selection for species turnover (net change in species richness).
Table S7 Migration models for three migration scenarios. Table
S8 Best fit models for brain capacity over all hominins. Table S9
Regional brain capacity models Figure S1 Comparison of the
probability of a dispersal or migration event out of East Africa with
the Lake variability index.

(DOC)

Acknowledgments

We would like to thank Martin Trauth, Kit Opie, Robin Dunbar, Craig
Feibel, Richard Leakey, Meave Leakey, Rob Foley, Marta Lahr, Mark
Thomas and Mark Collard for their detailed comments and support. We
would like to thank the three reviewers whose detailed comments greatly
improved this paper. We would like to thank the UCL Drawing Office
(Department of Geography) for compiling the figures.

Author Contributions

Conceived and designed the experiments: SS MM. Performed the
experiments: SS MM. Analyzed the data: SS. Contributed reagents/
materials/analysis tools: SS MM. Wrote the paper: MM SS.

10. Grove M (2011) Change and variability in Plio-Pleistocene climates: modelling
the hominin response. Journal of Archacological Science 38: 3038-3047,
doi:10.1016/j.jas.2011.07.002.

11. Grove M (2011) Speciation, diversity, and Mode 1 technologies: The impact of
variability selection. Journal of Human Evolution 61: 306-319, doi:10.1016/
j-jhevol.2011.04.005.

12. Potts R (2013) Hominin evolution in settings of strong environmental variability,
Quaternary Science Reviews, 73: 1-13.

13. Vrba ES (1988) Late Pliocene climatic events and hominid evolution. In
Evolutionary History of the “Robust” Australopithecines. (edited F Grine) De
Gruyter: 405-426.

14. Grove M (2012) Amplitudes of orbitally induced climatic cycles and patterns of
hominin speciation. Journal of Archaeological Science 39: 3085-3094,
doi:10.1016/j.jas.2012.04.023.

15. Maslin MA, Trauth MH (2009) Plio-Pleistocene East African Pulsed Climate
Variability and its influence on early human evolution, In “The First Humans -
Origins of the Genus Homo” (eds FE Grine, RE Leakey, JG Fleagle) 151-158.

16. Strecker MR, Blisniuk PM, Eisbacher GH (1990) Rotation of extension direction
in the central Kenya Rift. Geology 18: 299-302.

17. Trauth MH, Maslin MA, Deino A, Strecker M (2005) Late Cenozoic moisture
history of East Africa. Science 309: 2051-2053.

18. Levin NE, Quade J, Simpson SW, Semaw S, Rogers M (2004) Isotopic evidence
for Plio-Pleistocene environmental change at Gona, Ethiopia. Earth and
Planetary Science Letters 219: 93-110.

October 2013 | Volume 8 | Issue 10 | e76750



20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

26.

27.

30.

33.

34.

9.

Wynn JG (2004) Influence of Plio-Pleistocene Aridification on Human
Evolution: Evidence From Paleosols of the Turkana Basin, Kenya. American
Journal of Physical Anthropology 123: 106-118.

Segalen L, Lee-Thorp JA, Cerling T (2007). Timing of C4 grasses expansion
cross sub-saharian Africa. Journal of Human Evolution 53: 549-559.

Feakins SJ, deMenocal PB, Eglinton TI (2005) Biomarker records of late
Neogene changes in northeast African vegetation. Geology 33: 977-980.
Sepulchre P, Ramstein G, Fluteau F, Schuster M (2006) Tectonic uplift and
Eastern Africa aridification. Science 313: 1419-1423.

Tiercelin JJ, Lezzar KE (2002) A 300 million years history of rift lakes in Central
and East Africa: an updated broad review. In The East African great lakes:
limnology, paleolimnology and biodiversity (editors E.O. Odada & D.O. Olago)
Kluwer, Dordrecht, 3-60.

Trauth MH, Maslin M, Deino A, Strecker MR, Bergner AGN, et al. (2007)
High and low latitude forcing of Plio-Pleistocene East African climate and
human evolution. Journal of Human Evolution 53: 475-486.

. Deino AL, Kingston JD, Glen JM, Edgar RK, Hill A (2006) Precessional forcing

of lacustrine sedimentation in the late Cenozoic Chemeron Basin, Central
Kenya Rift, and calibration of the Gauss/Matuyama boundary. Earth and
Planetary Science Letters 247: 41-60.

Kingston J, Deino A, Edgar R, Hill A (2007) Astronomically forced climate
change in the Kenyan Rift Valley 2.7-2.55 Ma: Implications for the evolution of
early hominin ecosystems. Journal of Human Evolution 53: 487-503.

Lepre CJ (2007) Plio-Pleistocene facies environments from the KBS Member of
the Koobi Fora Formation. Journal of Human Evolution 53: 504-514.

. Magill CR, Ashley GM, Freeman K (2013) Ecosystem variability and early

human habitats in eastern Africa. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences 110: 1167-1174.

. Ravelo C, Andreasen D, Lyle M, Lyle AO, Wara MW (2004) Regional climate

shifts caused by gradual global cooling in the Pliocene epoch. Nature 429: 263
267.

Brierley CM, Fedorov AV, Liu ZH, Herbert TD, Lawrence KT, et al. (2009)
Greatly Expanded Tropical Warm Pool and Weakened Hadley Circulation in
the Early Pliocene. Science 323: 1714-1718.

. Fedorov AV, Brierley CM, Lawrence KT, Dekens PS, Liu ZH, et al. (2013)

Patterns and Mechanisms of Early Pliocene Warmth. Nature 496: 43-49.

. Deaner RO, Isler K, Burkart J, van Schaik C (2007) Overall brain size, and not

encephalization quotient, best predicts cognitive ability across non-human
primates. Brain, Behavior and Evolution, 70: 115-124.

Shultz S, Dunbar RIM (2010) Species differences in executive function correlate
with hippocampus volume and neocortex ratio across nonhuman primates.
Journal of Comparative Psychology 124: 252.

Trauth MH, Maslin MA, Bergner A, Deino A, Junginger A, et al. (2010) Human
evolution in a variable environment: the amplifier lakes of Eastern Africa.
Quaternary Science Reviews 29: 2981-2988.

PLOS ONE | www.plosone.org

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

African Climate Pulses and Early Human Evolution

. McDougall I, Brown FH, Vasconcelos PM, Cohen BE, Thiede DS, et al. (2012)

New single crystal 40Ar/39Ar ages improve time scale for deposition of the Omo
Group, Omo’Turkana Basin, East Africa. Journal of the Geological Society 169:
213-226, doi:10.1144/0016-76492010-188.

Joordens JCA, Vonhof HB, Feibel CS, Lourens L], Dupont-Nivet G, et al.
(2011) An astronomically-tuned climate framework for hominins in the Turkana
Basin. Earth and Planetary Science Letters 307: 1-8.

Feibel CSA (2011) Geological History of the Turkana Basin, Evolutionary
Anthropology: Issues, News, and Reviews, 20: 206-216.

Venables WN, Ripley BD (2002) Modern Applied Statistics: Fourth edition,
Springer.

Dennell R (2003) Dispersal and colonisation, long and short chronologies: how
continuous is the Early Pleistocene record for hominids outside East Africa?
Journal of Human Evolution 45: 421-440.

Wells JCK, Stock JT (2007) The biology of the colonizing ape. American Journal
of Physical Anthropology 134: 191-222, doi:10.1002/ajpa.20735.

Agusti J, Lordkipanidze D (2011) How “African” was the early human dispersal
out of Africa? Quaternary Science Reviews 30: 1338-1342, doi:10.1016/
j-quascirev.2010.04.012.

Atkinson Q, Gray RD, Drummond AJ (2009) Bayesian coalescent inference of
major human mitochondrial DNA haplogroup expansions in Africa. Proceed-
ings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 276: 367-373, doi:10.1098/
rspb.2008.0785.

Larrasoaria JC, Roberts AP, Rohling EJ, Winklhofer M, Wehausen R (2003)
Three million years of monsoon variability over the northern Sahara. Climate
Dynamics 21: 689-698.

Dunkley PN, Smith M, Allen DJ, Darling WG (1993) The Geothermal Activity
and Geology of the Northern Sector of the Kenya Rift Valley. Report 185,
NERC, Nottingham, UK.

. Roach NT, Venkadesan N, Rainbow M, Lieberman DE (2013) Elastic energy

storage in the shoulder and the evolution of high-speed throwing in Homo.
Nature, 498: 483-487.

Hopf FA, Valone TJ, Brown JH (1993) Competition theory and the structure of
ecological communities. Evolutionary Ecology 7: 142-154.

Anton SC (2003) Natural history of Homo erectus. American Journal of Physical
Anthropology 122: 126170, doi:10.1002/ajpa.10399.

Leakey MG, Spoor F, Dean MC, Feibel CS, Anton S, et al. (2012) New fossils
from Koobi Fora in northern Kenya confirm taxonomic diversity in early
Homo. Nature 488: 201-204.

Reed KE, Russak SM (2009) Tracking Ecological Change in Relation to the
Emergence of Homo Near the Plio-Pleistocene Boundary. The First Humans
Origin and Early Evolution of the Genus Homo. Vertebrate Paleobiology and
Paleoanthropology 159-171.

Flinn MV, Geary DC, Ward CV (2005) Ecological dominance, social
competition, and coalitionary arms races: Why humans evolved extraordinary
intelligence. Evolution and Human Behavior 26: 10-46.

October 2013 | Volume 8 | Issue 10 | e76750



