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Learning algorithms estimate pose and detect
motor anomalies in flies exposed
to minimal doses of a toxicant

Gianluca Manduca,1,2,* Valeria Zeni,3 Sara Moccia,1,2 Beatrice A. Milano,4,5 Angelo Canale,3 Giovanni Benelli,3

Cesare Stefanini,1,2 and Donato Romano1,2,6,*
SUMMARY

Pesticide exposure, even at low doses, can have detrimental effects on ecosystems. This study aimed at
validating the use of machine learning for recognizing motor anomalies, produced by minimal insecticide
exposure on a model insect species. The Mediterranean fruit fly, Ceratitis capitata (Diptera: Tephritidae),
was exposed to food contaminated with low concentrations of Carlina acaulis essential oil (EO). A deep
learning approach enabled fly pose estimation on video recordings in a custom-built arena. Five machine
learning algorithms were trained on handcrafted features, extracted from the predicted pose, to distin-
guish treated individuals. Random Forest and K-Nearest Neighbor algorithms best performed, with an
area under the receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve of 0.75 and 0.73, respectively. Both algo-
rithms achieved an accuracy of 0.71. Results show the machine learning potential for detecting sublethal
effects arising from insecticide exposure on fly motor behavior, which could also affect other organisms
and environmental health.

INTRODUCTION

The use of insecticides in modern agriculture is essential for crop protection,1 but often leads to abuse, resulting in negative effects on the

overall environment and non-target organisms, including humans.2 Insecticides, indeed, are designed to especially control harmful and path-

ogen-carrier organisms. However, insecticides are mainly considered for their lethal effects, while their sublethal impact caused through

exposure to low doses is still understudied.3 Of note, insecticides can represent a risk to non-target species, e.g., pollinators, birds, fish,

and others.4 The overuse or misuse of insecticides can also contaminate water, air, and soil, therefore, accumulating in the tissues of animals

and humans.5,6 It is, therefore, crucial to acknowledge that such consequences may be subtle, neither evident nor easily quantifiable in the

short term.7

Over the years, however, long-term effects of insecticide exposure have been observed, though their impact varies based on several fac-

tors. These include the specific insecticide used, the duration and frequency of exposure, and the general health condition of the individual.8

Such effects include neurological problems, namely, headaches, dizziness, memory loss, tremors, and increased risk of developing Parkin-

son’s disease.6 Additionally, exposure to certain insecticides has been linked to increased risk of various forms of cancer,8 including non-

Hodgkin’s lymphoma, lung cancer, leukemia, and brain cancer.9 Reproductive problems, such as infertility, birth defects, and miscarriage,

have also been associated with pesticide exposure.10 In terms of respiratory problems, insecticides can irritate the respiratory system, causing

symptoms such as coughing, wheezing, and shortness of breath.6,11 Skin problems, such as rashes and other skin irritations, can also result

from exposure to insecticides.12 Furthermore, exposure to insecticides has the potential to disrupt the delicate balance of hormones in the

body, leading to thyroid disorders and other endocrine-related issues.6 It is precisely due to the numerous potential health consequences of

exposure to insecticides that further research in this area is critically important.13,14

Studying the toxicological impact of biocides is crucial to achieving sustainable management of agricultural, ecological, and urban envi-

ronments. Besides assessing the contribution of subtle toxic effects arising from being exposed to low doses of insecticides on pests, several

insect species serve as an accessible and simple model system to assess the effects of these chemicals on invertebrates.15 From a biomedical

point of view, Diptera Brachycera asDrosophila spp., have been employed as models for pre-clinical studies,16–18 and neuroscience research

advancements,19–21 just to cite some examples. By studying the subtle effects of insecticides, we can gain insights into their potential
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environmental impact. The utilization of green insecticides, which are derived from natural sources, presents a feasible alternative to synthetic

insecticides based on their inherent properties. These insecticides, such as essential oils (EOs), have the potential to mitigate adverse effects

on both non-target organisms and the environment.22,23 Although EOs activity has been studied on many insect species, research on their

effect when administered at low doses is still limited.24 Low dosages of green pesticides have been shown to influence insect life span, devel-

opment, sex, ratio, fertility, fecundity and behavioral features.25

Insect motor function analysis represents a valuable and complementary approach to traditional biochemical and neurophysiological an-

alyses, providing a comprehensive understanding of the insecticide toxicity on living organisms.26–28 The interplay among biochemical, phys-

iological, andbehavioral responses to insecticide exposure could be helpful to fully evaluate the safety of a givenproduct. Various approaches

have been proposed in literature for data collection and analysis, to examine motor anomalies caused by insecticide exposure. Radio Fre-

quency Identification (RFID) tags are a valuable method due to the capability of analyzing many test subjects simultaneously being able to

put markers on each individual test subject.29 However, physical marker systems may potentially alter subject behavior.30 Markerless video

capture systems are a cost-effective and versatile alternative to physical markers.31–33 The approaches suggested, however, only focus on

tracking individuals. Pose estimation, which involves analyzing the geometric configuration of different body parts, provides us with quanti-

tative information on motor analysis for studying the effects of insecticides. With the help of deep learning algorithms, pose estimation has

become more accurate and automated.30,34–36 After data collection, statistical analysis is the most frequently used method to identify signif-

icant data frommotor analysis that can evidence the effects of insecticides.26,29,31,32 On the other hand, mathematical and fractal methods can

be useful tools.33Machine learning (ML) has shown in other fields goodpotential for handling large amounts of data and variability, however, in

this context, it has been used for genetic analysis37 or for classifying crop pests,38,39 but has not yet been used to investigatemotor anomalies.

In our research, we used ML algorithms to investigate the impact of low-dose insecticide exposure on Ceratitis capitata (Wiedemann)

(Diptera: Tephritidae), also known as the Mediterranean fruit fly (medfly).40 Despite being widely used as a model organism for biology

and behavioral research,41–43 there has been limited investigation into the effect of biocides exposure on the locomotion behavior of this

polyphagous fruit pest. We believe that this insect species holds significant as a model organism for biology and behavioral research.44,45

Herein, medflies from a single population were divided into two groups. The control group remained untreated, while the second group

was exposed to food contaminatedwith an LC30 dose ofCarlina acaulis EO.46 The latter was selected as one of themost bioactive insecticides

of botanical origin currently known. Several studies demonstrated a variety of biological activities of C. acaulis EO, including a highly prom-

ising insecticidal potential, as well as antimicrobial and antiprotozoal activities.47 This EO is unique as a natural substance, and it deserves

additional research to enable its practical implementation in pesticide formulations since it is extremely active against multiple insect species

and is composed almost solely of a component, i.e., carlina oxide (>97%). Although a green insecticide was chosen for this study, the

proposed methodology can be applied to all kind of xenobiotics. Medflies were isolated into a custom-built arena. 152 videos, balanced be-

tween treated and control specimens and by sex, were recorded. By analyzing videos of treated and untreated specimens using deep

learning-based software for pose estimation, we were able to obtain a series of relevant data to further analyze the effect of the green insec-

ticide on the medfly motor behavior.48 A deep learning approach enabled fly pose estimation on video recordings, recognizing and labeling

five key points on the specimen body for each frame. Temporal and vector data were converted into features. A statistical analysis revealed

more significant features in distinguishing the two groups of medflies. Five different classifiers were trained on the selected features to

compare and evaluate the effects of the pesticide on the model organism. Figure 1 shows the workflow of the proposed approach. The

use of ML techniques in this study allowed us to gain new insights into the acute effects of low-dose insecticide exposure onmedfly, providing

valuable information for understanding the risks of pesticide abuse on non-target organisms and the environment. Our work, therefore, sub-

stantially contributes to biomedical research as it integrates the principles of One Health and EcoHealth,49 which highlight the interconnec-

tedness of human health and the environment. Indeed, by investigating the sublethal effects of biocides on non-human organisms, we can

better understand and prevent their potential impact on human health and ecosystems.
RESULTS

Deep learning-based pose estimation allowed us to obtain data over 152 videos with a duration of 5 min, balanced between treated and

control specimens and by sex. The trained convolutional neural network recognized five key points on the insect body for each frame.

Collected data are relevant for studying locomotory and grooming activities.

Temporal and vector data were then converted into features by evaluating median, variance, absolute maximum value, and number of

peaks. We used these features to analyze the effects of insecticide exposure on the motor function of medflies. Table 1 collects all the exam-

ined features and presents the results of the statistical analysis. Among the 44 features, 19 were found to be significant (t-test for normally

distributed features and the Wilcoxon test for non-normally distributed ones, p = 0.05) in distinguishing between the treated and control

specimens, indicating that these features were affected by insecticide exposure. The features that showed the greatest significance in our

analysis of the effects of insecticide exposure onmedflymotor functionwere related to wing activity, specifically themedian values of aperture

for both the right (c2 = 8:8213; p = 0:0030) and left wings (c2 = 10:0196; p = 0:0015). In particular, the right wing showed greater disruption

in its movement, with the variance of aperture being the feature that exhibited the greatest significance between treated and control spec-

imens (c2 = 12:2549; p = 0:0005). Additionally, the median value of velocity (c2 = 6:9224; p = 0:0085) and the number of positive accel-

eration peaks (c2 = 7:1453; p = 0:0075) were also significantly affected by insecticide exposure. Another feature of notable significance

was the maximum duration of time that specimens remained immobile during the experiment (c2 = 8:1665; p = 0:0043). Features related

to the orientation of the insect’s body and the angles it traveled, while still relevant, showed less significance than wing activity.
2 iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023



Figure 1. Process workflow

Medflies from a single population were divided into two groups. The control group was untreated, while the second group was exposed to food contaminated

with an LC30 of Carlina acaulis EO. Medfly individuals were then isolated into a custom-built arena, and 152 videos, balanced between treated and control

specimens and by sex, were recorded. A deep learning approach enabled fly pose estimation on video recordings, recognizing and labeling five key points

on the specimen body for each frame. Relevant motor activities data were collected, and features extracted. Based on these features, five different machine

learning algorithms (Support Vector Machine, Quadratic Discriminant Analysis, Random Forest, K-Nearest Neighbor, and Multi-Layer Perceptron) were

trained to distinguish treated subjects.
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Figure 2 presents a detailed comparison between the treated and control groups using boxplots. This comparison is based on six distinct

features that emerged as particularly significant from the statistical analysis. These features include maximum time duration of immobility

within the arena (A), median speed (B), number of positive acceleration peaks (C), median aperture of the left (D) and right wings (E), and

variance of the latter (F). From the data observation, it is evident that treated specimens tend to remain motionless for shorter durations

compared to the control group, while simultaneously exhibiting a higher median speed and less pronounced re-starts. Intriguingly, the

most pronounced effect of insecticide exposure appears to revolve around the features associated with wing activity. Treated specimens

display amore substantial aperture of both wings during the test. Focusing specifically on the right wing, the treatedmedflies exhibit reduced

variance in wing aperture. This observation concerns the feature with the highest significance according to the statistical analysis.

The significant features were then used for training Support VectorMachine (SVM), Quadratic Discriminant Analysis (QDA), RandomForest

(RF), K-Nearest Neighbor (KNN), and Multi-Layer Perceptron (MLP). Each of these five machine learning algorithms used in the study has a

different approach to classification and prediction. By using a diverse set of algorithms, the study aimed to cover a broad range of classifi-

cation methods and provide a more comprehensive, accurate and reliable analysis of the effects of green insecticide exposure on fly motor

behavior. To cope with the limited size of our dataset, we used 4-fold cross-validation for both model testing and retrieval of optimal hyper-

parameters. Please refer to the methods for more information about the optimization grid used. Figure 3 shows the performance of the clas-

sifiers across precision, recall, accuracy, and f1-score. Results are expressed in terms of median and inter-quartile range among the 4-folds.

Overall, the classifiers achieved an average precision of 0.66, recall of 0.75, accuracy of 0.67, and f1-score of 0.7. Among the five classifiers, RF

and KNN best performed in distinguishing the insecticide-exposed medfly group from the control group, indeed both achieved an accuracy

of 0.71. RF achieved high performance in all the metrics considered, surpassing a score of 0.7 with a precision of 0.7, a recall of 0.74, and an f1-

score of 0.72. This indicates that RFwas able to accurately identify the treatedmedfly group from the control one, with a high level of precision,

recall and f1-score. The precision score of 0.7 indicates that out of all the specimens predicted to be in the treatedmedfly group, 70% of them

were in that group. The recall score of 0.74 indicates that out of all the specimens in the treated medfly group, 74% of them were correctly

identified by the classifier. The f1-score of 0.72, which is the harmonicmean of precision and recall, combines bothmetrics to provide an over-

all measure of the classifier’s performance. In comparison, KNN achieved a precision score of 0.68, a recall score of 0.79, and an f1-score of

0.74. Although KNN had a slightly lower precision score than RF, it achieved a higher recall score, indicating that it was better at correctly

identifying the specimens in the treated medfly group. The f1-score of 0.74 for KNN is also relatively high, indicating that it achieved a

good balance between precision and recall. We also calculated the area under the curve (AUC) of the receiver operating characteristic

(ROC). The mean ROC curves of the five classifiers employed are shown in Figure 4A. The overall average ROC curve had an AUC of 0.69.

However, RF and KNN outperformed the other classifiers, with AUC values of 0.75 and 0.72, respectively. Additionally, SVM achieved a

good result in terms of AUC (0.71). The relative ROC curves obtained during the iterative cross-validation process for RF and KNN are shown

in Figure 4B and 4C. Notably, while RF slightly surpassed KNN in performance, both algorithms consistently achieved high metric scores.

Overall, these results demonstrate the effectiveness of machine learning in distinguishing between treated and control medfly specimens.
iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023 3



Table 1. Statistical analysis of the examined features

Features Feature selected number c2 p-value

Stops

Number of stops [] 0.5354 0.4643

Sum of stop times (overall motionless

duration) [s]

1 5.0362 0.0248*

Duration

Median [s] 0.6203 0.4310

Variance [s2] 2 5.8257 0.0158*

Maximum [s] 3 8.1665 0.0043**

Distance

Traveled distance [mm] 3.5596 0.0592

Speed

Median [mm/s] 4 6.9224 0.0085**

Variance [mm2/s2] 0.1385 0.7098

Number of peaks [] 5 4.7890 0.0286*

Maximum [mm/s] 0.0275 0.8683

Acceleration

Median [mm/s2] 3.6717 0.0553

Variance [mm2/s4] 0.6453 0.4218

Number of peaks [] 6 7.1453 0.0075**

Maximum [mm/s2] 0.4161 0.5189

Deceleration

Median [mm/s2] 7 4.4583 0.0347*

Variance [mm2/s4] 0.2054 0.6504

Number of peaks [] 8 4.8124 0.0283*

Minimum [mm/s2] 0.1414 0.7069

Left wing normalized aperture (Ll(t))

Median [0–1] 9 10.0196 0.0015**

Variance [0-0.25] 3.3406 0.0676

Number of peaks [] 1.1317 0.2874

Right wing normalized aperture (Lr(t))

Median [0–1] 10 8.8213 0.0030**

Variance [0–0.25] 11 12.2549 0.0005***

Number of peaks [] 1.7282 0.1886

Module of the left and right wing normalized aperture difference (|Ll(t) � Lr(t)|)

Median [0–1] 12 6.3901 0.0115*

Variance [0–0.25] 13 3.9596 0.0466*

Number of peaks [] 14 5.7693 0.0163*

Maximum [0–1] 1.6069 0.2049

Angle of rotation on itself when stationary (qs(t))

Clockwise

Median [rad] 15 6.1320 0.0133*

Variance [rad2] 0.0130 0.9091

Number of peaks [] 16 6.3647 0.0116*

Maximum [rad] 1.1037 0.2935

Counterclockwise

(Continued on next page)
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Table 1. Continued

Features Feature selected number c2 p-value

Median [rad] 17 4.5365 0.0332*

Variance [rad2] 0.2475 0.6189

Number of peaks [] 18 6.2993 0.0121*

Minimum [rad] 0.0217 0.8828

Angle of rotation when traveling (qt(t))

Clockwise

Median [rad] 1.6162 0.2036

Variance [rad2] 0.7692 0.3805

Number of peaks [] 19 5.3414 0.0208*

Maximum [rad] 0.8493 0.3568

Counterclockwise

Median [rad] 2.9361 0.0866

Variance [rad2] 0.6753 0.4112

Number of peaks [] 2.6421 0.1041

Minimum [rad] 0.0827 0.7737

The table presents the features evaluated and statistical analysis results to filter out relevant data. Shapiro-Wilk test was used to test for normal distribution (p =

0.01) for each feature. For trials with two conditions (e.g., LC30–exposed flies vs. control), statistical significance was established using the t-test for normally

distributed features and the Wilcoxon test for non-normally distributed features. The threshold for statistical significance was set at p = 0.05. The last column

of the table shows the p-value for each feature (different numbers of asterisks indicate the level of statistical significance, specifically * p % 0.05, ** p % 0.01,

*** p % 0.001). Features with statistical significance have been highlighted in bold.
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Pose estimation using a deep learning approachmade it possible to extrapolate important data about the motor activity of medflies. Our

analysis indicated that exposure to pesticides had a notable impact on various features, including fly wing aperture. Classifiers trained on

these features clearly identified motor anomalies, distinguishing between treated and control specimens. These findings are important for

identifying the potential impacts of insecticide exposure.
DISCUSSION

In this study, we employedML techniques to analyze the motor behavior of medflies exposed to an LC30 of an insecticidal formulation based

on C. acaulis EO. This approach offers a comprehensive understanding of the impact of this biocide on medfly locomotor activity. The objec-

tive of the present research was to investigate the sublethal effects of an insecticide, typically evaluated at concentration ranging from LC5 to

LC30. Sublethal effects are defined as effects on individuals that survive exposure to an insecticide, and it induces no apparent mortality in the

experimental population.40,44

Earlier research evaluated the effects of insecticides through various methods, including biochemical and neurophysiological ana-

lyses.50–52 Our approach provides a novel and innovative way to examine the effects of a green insecticide on insect locomotion and is

less intrusive than traditional methods that use physical markers.30 Behavioral alterations due to insecticide treatment have been previously

investigated in bees, among others. Further studies have used different methods to monitor the activity of treated specimens, such as RFID

technology, which detectsmovements of specimens that are equippedwithmicrochips,29 or automated video-tracking systems such as Etho-

VisionXT.31 In these studies, the presence of food and the interaction between test subjects were considered during the tests. The temporal

data obtained were analyzed using statistics, and variables such as distance traveled, time spent in the food zone, and interaction time were

considered. Similar methods were applied in another study where motor anomalies were studied in larval amphibians exposed to an insec-

ticide.32 Tenorio et al.33 used a video-tracking approach with ImageJ 1.49v software to investigate the locomotion of shrimps, employing

mathematical and fractal methods. Our research proposes a different approach using deep learning for the pose estimation of medflies

from videos. To ensure the accuracy of our study, we isolated the specimens during the experiments and controlled for any external factors

that could have influenced our results. This allowed us to minimize the impact of confounding variables and obtain more reliable and precise

data. Furthermore, our approach allowed us to investigate the effects of low-dose insecticide exposure on the locomotion of medflies, which

would have been difficult to detect using traditional toxicological studies. Our approach offers a more nuanced understanding of the effects

of insecticides on insect behavior, providing valuable insights into the potential risks of insecticide exposure and emphasizing the need for

more comprehensive risk assessments, particularly for plant extracts. Overall, our study demonstrates the importance of carefully designed

experiments and the potential of advanced technologies such as deep learning for studying the effects of insecticides on a pest of high agri-

cultural importance. Our image-based approach utilizes advanced deep learning algorithms to provide amore detailed and complex analysis

of medfly motor behavior. By analyzing various features such as wing aperture, we were able to detect subtle changes in insect locomotion
iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023 5
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Figure 2. Most significant features comparison between control and treated flies

Comparison through boxplots between control and treated subjects considering the six most relevant features according to the statistical analysis: maximum

time duration of immobility within the arena (c2 = 8:1665; p = 0:0043) (A), median speed (c2 = 6:9224; p = 0:0085) (B), number of positive acceleration

peaks (c2 = 7:1453; p = 0:0075) (C), median aperture of the left (c2 = 10:0196; p = 0:0015) (D) and right wings (c2 = 8:8213; p = 0:0030) (E), and variance

of the latter (c2 = 12:2549; p = 0:0005) (F).
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that would have been difficult to observe using traditional methods. This allowed us to investigate the effects of low doses of C. acaulis EO

exposure onmedfly behavior, providing valuable insights into its potential as green insecticides in IPM programs. Our approach also allowed

us to quantify the effects of green insecticide exposure on medfly locomotion, providing a more objective and reliable assessment of the

overall biological activity of the EO. Furthermore, our methodology offers several advantages over traditional toxicological studies. Our
A B

C D

Figure 3. Comparative analysis of performance metrics across classifiers

The performances of the five classifiers employed were compared using different evaluation metrics: precision (A), recall (B), accuracy (C), and f1-score (D). The

results, obtained through cross-validation, are presented in terms of median and inter-quartile range among the 4-folds. Precision measures the proportion of

true positive predictions among all positive predictions, while recall measures the proportion of true positive predictions among all actual positive cases.

Accuracy measures the proportion of correct predictions among all cases, while f1-score is the harmonic mean of precision and recall.

6 iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023
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Figure 4. ROC curves

Mean ROC curves of the five classifiers employed and overall mean ROC curve are shown (A). The ROC curves plot the true positive rate (TPR) against the false

positive rate (FPR) at different classification thresholds, allowing for the assessment of the trade-off between sensitivity and specificity. The curves are obtained by

averaging the four cross-validation testing results for each classifier. Panels (B) and (C) highlight the performance of Random Forest and K-Nearest Neighbor

respectively, both of which achieved superior AUC scores compared to the other tested algorithms. Each panel showcases both the individual ROC curves

and their mean values derived from 4-fold cross-validation testing.
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approach is less invasive, as it does not require physical markers or other invasive procedures that could affect insect behavior. Additionally,

our approach is more sensitive and accurate, as it can detect subtle changes in insect behavior that may be missed by human observers. Our

protocol also offers the potential for high-throughput screening of green insecticides, allowing for more rapid and efficient assessment of

their toxicity. Though this study focused on the effects of a green insecticide, the introduced methodology undeniably offers potential for

evaluating the sublethal effects of various xenobiotics on insect motor behavior.

The pose estimation algorithm used in our study allowed for a detailed and complex motor analysis of medflies. We conducted statistical

analysis on the collected data and identified 19 significant features that could potentially indicate motor anomalies due to insecticide admin-

istration. Several studies have reported significant patterns in motor behavior through statistical analysis, highlighting the effects of insecti-

cides on various organisms.26,29,31,32 To detect and highlight the effects of insecticide exposure onmedfly behavior, we usedmachine learning

algorithms, including SVM, QDA, RF, KNN, and MLP. Each algorithm was trained to classify the treated and control fly groups. The perfor-

mances of the classifiers were compared, and results provided valuable insights into the effects of insecticide exposure on medfly behavior.

Overall, the classifiers achieved an average accuracy of 0.66, a recall of 0.75, an accuracy of 0.67, and an f1-score of 0.7. RF and KNNalgorithms

performed the best in distinguishing the treated medfly group from the control group, achieving an accuracy of 0.71. ROC curves analysis

further showed that both algorithms had clear effects of the insecticide on the fly motor behavior, with an AUC value of 0.75 (RF) and 0.72

(KNN). Our methodology, which achieved an accuracy of 71% in classifying treated flies, is comparable to initial results obtained in similar

systems.53–55 It’s essential to note that while higher accuracy levels have been reported in some machine learning applications, the unique

challenges posed by medfly motor activities classification, particularly when discerning subtle changes due to toxicant minimal doses expo-

sure, make our results promising for this specific context. The achieved results indicate a substantial potential for practical applications, even

in field experiments.While not flawless, this level of accuracy can support researchers in rapid preliminary field screenings, where even human

expertisemightmiss the effects of pesticides dispersed in the environment. There are several avenues to potentially improve the classification

accuracy: Increasing the dataset size might enhance themodel’s generalizability. Diving deeper into the behavioral attributes of the medflies

might reveal additional features that can improve classification performances.

This study findings suggest that our image-based approach, combined with machine learning algorithms, can provide a powerful tool for

studying the sublethal effects of insecticides on fly motor behavior. Furthermore, the proposed automated method can offer a streamlined

and efficient approach to ecotoxicology research. To ensure the reliability of the method, a focus was placed on fundamental features, with

locomotion being the central aspect of this study. Integrating evaluations of intricate behaviors, such as courtship, territoriality, and ovipo-

sition, at this initial stage could have jeopardized the integrity of the data obtained. Following the successful validation for basic behaviors,

subsequent studies will explore the effects on these more complex behavioral patterns.

Limitations of the study

A limitation of our study may be seen in the fact that we only assessed the acute effects of low-dose green insecticide exposure on medfly

motor function. Acute effects can be more difficult to detect than chronic effects, as they may be transient or reversible and may require sen-

sitive and specific assays to measure. Additionally, acute effects may not accurately reflect the long-term impacts of insecticide exposure on

medfly health and behavior. Therefore, while our study provides important insights into the immediate effects of insecticide exposure on

medfly motor function, it is important to recognize that these effects may not fully capture medfly behavior. Future studies that incorporate

longer-term assessments andmore complex behavioral assaysmay be needed to fully understand the broader implications of insecticide use.
iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023 7
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Another limitation is that our study focused on analyzing the free behavior of the flies, without any external stimuli. As such, the results ob-

tained might not fully reflect the complex and dynamic nature of medfly behavior in their natural environment. Future studies could incorpo-

rate external stimuli such as attracting and repelling factors, or interactions with other individuals (e.g., agonistic behavior and courtship), to

better understand the impact of insecticide exposure on medfly behavior.
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32. Denoël, M., Libon, S., Kestemont, P.,
Brasseur, C., Focant, J.F., and De Pauw, E.
(2013). Effects of a sublethal pesticide
exposure on locomotor behavior: a video-
tracking analysis in larval amphibians.
Chemosphere 90, 945–951. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.chemosphere.2012.06.037.

33. Tenorio, B.M., da Silva Filho, E.A., Neiva,
G.S.M., da Silva, V.A., Tenorio, F.D.C.A.M., da
Silva, T.D.J., Silva, E.C.S.E., and Nogueira,
R.d.A. (2017). Can fractal methods applied to
video tracking detect the effects of
deltamethrin pesticide or mercury on the
locomotion behavior of shrimps? Ecotoxicol.
Environ. Saf. 142, 243–249. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.ecoenv.2017.03.051.
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EXPERIMENTAL MODEL AND STUDY PARTICIPANT DETAILS

For all the experiments, Ceratitis capitata (Wiedemann) (Diptera: Tephritidae) were reared at University of Pisa, as described by Canale and

Benelli.57Mass-rearing conditions were 25G 1�C, 45%R.H., and 16:8 (L:D). Adultmedflies (both sexes) used in bioassayswere 10–12 days old.

The present research adheres to the guidelines for the treatment of animals in behavioral research and teaching (ASAB/ABS 2014), the Italian

laws (D.M. 116,192), and the regulations of the European Union (European Commission 2007). For tests involving C. capitata, no particular

permits were needed by the Italian government.

METHOD DETAILS

Insect treatment

We aimed to determine whether a low dose of C. acaulis EO elicited a sublethal effect on the locomotory and grooming behavior of medfly

adults. Following Benelli et al.,46 medflies were fed for 96 h with 2 mL of mucilage containing the LC30 dose (716 ppm) of C. acaulis EO. The

mucilage was prepared by emulsifying the EO with DMSO (1:1), then 2% of carboxymethylcellulose sodium salt, 12.5 % of sucrose and 1% of

protein bait (NuBait, Biogard, Italy) were added. The C. acaulis EO was kindly provided by Prof. Filippo Maggi (University of Camerino, Italy);

the EO was chiefly composed of carlina oxide (97.7%), its GC-MS analysis was detailed in our recent study Benelli et al.46 The mucilage was

administered inside a bakelite cup (B =30mm), covered with a cotton disk (B =30mm). A negative control was carried out testing the viscous

carrier without EO.

Experimental set-up and video recordings

Test subjects were observed in a circular arena (Ø = 5 cm). To better investigate the non-aerial behaviors, including walking and grooming,

medflies were not allowed to fly. To do this, the edges of the arena were 3D printed in Anycubic 3D Printing UV Sensitive Resin with three

different heights (h = 2.7, 3.5 and 4.5 mm) to adapt the arena to the size of the tested subject. Before testing, medflies were acclimated
iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023 11
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for 1 min in a Petri dish (Ø = 5 cm). An RGB camera (12MP camera, telephoto: f /2.8 aperture) was placed over the arena to record medfly

locomotory and grooming activities. A total of 152 videos with a duration of 5 min were recorded. Videos were recorded at 30 fps with a res-

olution of 1920x1080 pixels. The overall videoswere balanced between treated and control specimens andby sex. Treatedmedflies were kept

separate from control ones before the experiment. All recordings occurred between 11:00 and 17:00 to reduce the effect of circadian rhythms,

at 25 G 1�C.
Pose estimation

We annotated the poses of insects semi-automatically at the frame level with DeepLabCut (DLC), a deep learning-based pose estimation

software available online.30 First, we selected a total of 1157 frames from five videos.Wemanually labelled five key points (KPs) on the insect’s

body for each frame: head, thorax, abdomen, and two wings (Figure 1). The five KPs were selected for an analysis not only of the centroid, but

also of the angles travelled, and themotor activity of thewings.We trained a convolutional neural network (CNN) to recognize KPs onmedflies

and annotate the remaining 1,366,843 frames from the 152 videos. To train the network, 95% of themanually labelled images were employed,

while the remaining 5% were used for testing. We started with the ResNet50 backbone pre-trained on ImageNet and fine-tuned the network

with 600,000 training iterations using a batch size of one. The number of training set images was balanced based on the insect size and sex.

The number of selected frames and the training iterations were chosen based on values recommended in the literature.30,58,59 The software’s

default settings were used to determine the split percentage between labeled images for training and those for testing, as well as the selec-

tion of the batch size.
Features extraction

We focused our attention on medfly movement data with possible behavioral relevance. Temporal KPs coordinates were low-pass filtered

with a passband frequency of 0.05 Hz and a steepness of 0.95 avoiding possible pose estimation inaccuracies. We investigated the insect’s

distance travelled, speed, positive acceleration, and deceleration through themedfly thorax tracking.We also considered the durations of the

times the medfly remained stationary during the experiment (stop duration) and their sum (overall motionless duration). The wings’ aperture

was analyzed during tests. The distance between the key points of the wing and abdomen was taken as the wing aperture. As the insect size

varies among individuals, the aperturewas normalized to themaximum valuemeasured during the experiment. Through the thorax-abdomen

skeleton we investigated the insect’s rotation angles. The angles travelled clockwise and counterclockwise were considered separately. The

case in which the insect rotated on itself when stationary was distinguished from when it was in motion. Temporal and vector data were then

converted into features considering themedian, variance, maximum absolute value, and number of peaks. The data obtained fromDLCwere

processed, and features were then extrapolated using MATLAB (MathWorks Inc., MA) software.
Machine learning classifiers

Following the statistical analysis, we selected important features to train various learning-based models in order to investigate the effects of

pesticide exposure, as proposed by.60 We considered five models, including Support Vector Machine, Quadratic Discriminant Analysis,

Random Forest, K-Nearest Neighbor, and Multi-Layer Perceptron. For robust testing, we performed a nested cross-validation (CV) with

both 4-fold external and internal loops. In each outer iteration, 114 subjects were used for training, and 38 for testing. Hyperparameter tuning

in the internal loopwas performed using grid search CV. All analyses were conducted using scikit-learn in Python.56 For SVM, we used a Radial

Basis Function (RBF) kernel and considered a range of C values (0.01 to 100,000) with scaling. The gammaparameter was treated as the inverse

of the radius of influence of support vectors. Larger C values prioritize correct classification of training examples, while smaller values

encourage a larger decision function margin. For QDA, we used default hyperparameter values. For RF, we tuned the number of tree esti-

mators and maximum tree depth with grid-search spaces of [20, 50, 100, 150, 200, 250, 300, 350, 400, 450, 500] and [3–7], respectively. For

KNN, we used a k-range between 10 and 15. For MLP, we considered a maximum of 5 nodes and two layers.
Performance assessment

To thoroughly evaluate the performance of the classifiers, we adoptedmultiplemetrics that capture different aspects of classification efficacy.

The following metrics were considered:

1. Accuracy measures the ratio of correct predictions to the total predictions made.

2. Precision evaluates the ratio of correctly predicted positive observations, true positives (TP), to the total predicted positives, true and

false positives (FP).

Precision =
TP

TP+FP

3. Recall (Sensitivity) represents the ratio of correctly predicted positive observations, over all the positive cases in the data, TP and false

negatives (FN).
12 iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023



ll
OPEN ACCESS

iScience
Article
Recall =
TP

TP+FN

4. F1-Score provides the harmonic mean of precision and recall, offering a balance between them.

F1�Score= 2�Precision � Recall
Precision+Recall

5. Receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curves plot the TP rate (sensitivity) against the FP rate (1-specificity) across different threshold

values. The area under the curve (AUC) of the ROC provides a comprehensive measure of the classifier’s performance across all thresh-

olds.

Each of thesemetrics offers a unique perspective on classifier performance, ensuring a well-rounded evaluation. Through this multifaceted

assessment, we aimed to provide a robust analysis of the classifier’s capabilities in the context of our study.

QUANTIFICATION AND STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

We performed statistical analysis to filter out relevant data. A Shapiro-Wilk test was used for each feature to verify for normal distribution

(p = 0.01). For trials with two conditions (e.g., LC30–exposed flies vs. control), statistical significance was established using the t-test for nor-

mally distributed features and the Wilcoxon test for non-normally distributed ones. Statistical analyses were performed using JMP Pro 16

(SAS) software. The threshold was set at p = 0.05.
iScience 26, 108349, December 15, 2023 13


	Learning algorithms estimate pose and detect motor anomalies in flies exposed to minimal doses of a toxicant
	Introduction
	Results
	Discussion
	Limitations of the study

	Acknowledgments
	Author contributions
	Declaration of interests
	Inclusion and diversity
	References
	STAR★Methods
	Key resources table
	Resource availability
	Lead contact
	Materials availability
	Data and code availability

	Experimental model and study participant details
	Method details
	Insect treatment
	Experimental set-up and video recordings
	Pose estimation
	Features extraction
	Machine learning classifiers
	Performance assessment

	Quantification and statistical analysis



