
Opinion

Petri dishes (Wikimedia Commons/Y tambe)

by Phyllis Zagano

View Author Profile

Follow on Twitter at @phylliszagano

Join the Conversation

Send your thoughts to Letters to the Editor. Learn more

March 22, 2018
Share on FacebookShare on TwitterEmail to a friendPrint

It used to cost $100,000 to clone a dog. Now it's only $50,000. Supply and demand.

In the far, far distant past — that would be 2015 — you had to get your dog cloned
in South Korea. Now ViaGen, "America's Pet Cloning and Genetic Preservation
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Experts" in Cedar Park, Texas, are there for you.

Which brings us to Barbra Streisand's dogs. In May 2017, Ms. Streisand suffered the
loss of her Coton de Tulear, named Samantha. Streisand had Samantha cloned. By
the following February, two puppies, Miss Violet and Miss Scarlet, joined Samantha's
distant cousin, Miss Fanny, living with Streisand.

Now, I get it about losing a pet. I do not get it about spending $50,000 to recreate
that pet. (If you are not sure or haven't got the cash quite yet, ViaGen will store
genetic material for future use. That costs $1,600. If the pet dies before the biopsy,
be sure to keep it refrigerated but not frozen. Best to collect within five days.)

The irony of Streisand's $50,000 dogs — Coton de Tulears bred the old- fashioned
way cost between $1,800-$3,500 each — is that the breed originated in Madagascar,
one of the world's poorest nations. Madagascar, which sits in the Indian Ocean off
Africa, is also in the middle of an epidemic of the plague. It has about one and a half
doctors and two hospital beds for every 10,000 people.

Did I mention that Madagascar is a poor country? The average monthly net salary is
$63.30. In Madagascar, $50,000 can buy a loaf of bread for some 100,000 people.
You get the picture.

Back in Texas, ViaGen's cloning technology is all modern and up-to-date. At the start
of 2018, it counted several hundred successful pet clones. A veterinarian harvests
pets' genetic material by a skin-punch biopsy. ViaGen scientists remove the nucleus
from donor dogs' eggs and insert the harvested genetic material. Instead of sperm,
which would introduce different genes, the reconstituted embryo is started on the
dividing process with an electric shock. Then, the embryo or embryos are surgically
implanted into surrogate mother dogs and, after about nine weeks, the cloned dogs
are born. Like most parthenogenesis in nature, the embryo is always female. Hence,
Miss Violet and Miss Scarlet.

Advertisement

Tailor-made mammals are not that new. Remember Dolly, the sheep that came onto
the scene in 1996? Dolly's donor cells came from another sheep's mammary gland.
Ian Wilmut, the Roslin Institute (Scotland) scientist who led the experiment, said,
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"Dolly is derived from a mammary gland and we couldn't think of a more impressive
pair of glands than Dolly Parton's." Dolly the sheep contracted lung cancer; they
euthanized her when she was about six and a half years old.

Somewhere, someplace, some scientist is cloning something. They've cloned cattle,
cats, deer, horses, mules, oxen, rabbits and rats. Recently, they've cloned monkeys
in China. Can cloning Uncle Fred be far behind?

Coton de Tular dog (Wikimedia Commons/Uschi Goess)

There was a bit of a scandal some years ago when two Korean scientists falsely
claimed they succeeded with a form of human cloning. Since then, American
scientists created stem cell lines from embryos they later destroyed at blastocyst
stage, about five days old. Ordinarily, that's when an embryo finds its gestational
home in the uterus.

They kill cloned embryos to "harvest" stem cells, but how long before a cloned
human embryo is brought to term?

The multiple scandals here all reside in a Petri dish. Society now allows, even
approves, all manner of experimentation. Genetic material and ova are
commodities, ready to be used, purchased, and sold to the highest bidder. And it's
not just animals.



I do not think we realize the implications. I do not think we realize where this is all
going or what it says about the mores of so-called developed nations. We hear that
an American celebrity whose net worth is about $400 million drops $50,000 cloning
her pet dog, or that Madagascar is ravaged by the plague (both pneumonic and
bubonic), and we turn the page to get the sports scores. Not good.

[Phyllis Zagano is senior research associate-in-residence at Hofstra University in
Hempstead, New York. Her books include Women Deacons: Past, Present, Future
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