Can Indian geneticists revive
the majestic Asiatic cheetah?
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&  fewdays ago, when sci-
{ §;§ entists inched closer to
4. Jireviving an Australian
frog species that has been ex-
tinctfor thelast 30 years, they al-
so revived the world’s fascina-
tion for deextinction — a
concept that walks the thin line
between science fiction and re-
ality. Bringing to life species
that have been wiped off the
face of earth is a dream many
geneticists have pursued for
years.

“If India were to aggressive-
ly pursue it, there are at least
three extinct species that can
get a shot at coming back from
the dead,” says Sandeep Shar-
ma of the Washington-based
Smithsonian Conservation
Biology Institute. “High on the
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BACK IN THE RACE?

list is the Asiatic cheetah that
went extinct in India soon after
Independence. The others are
the pink-headed duck and the
mountainquail.”

Indian geneticists have
been attempting to clone the
Asiatic cheetah — a favourite
animal of the Mughal empe-
ror Akbar whoreportedly had
an army of 1,000 cheetahs ac-
company him on his hunting

expeditions. Butefforts torecre- ;
ate the majestic predator have :
encountered several road-
blocks. “The biggest hurdle is :
procuring the cell-line of the
cheetah and defining protocols
for somatic cell transfer;” says S -
Shivaji of the Centre for Cellu-
lar and Molecular Biology, Hyd-
erabad. Somatic cell transfer in-
volves creating a clone embryo - :

withadonornucleusinalabora-

tory Afterthat, itwouldbeacase
of attemptingagain andagain—
success rates in reproductive
cloningarejustabout5%-tillan
Asiaticcheetah cubisborn.

“We are still not sure what
factorscombinetocreatethe5%
successrate,” says Shivaji.

If man does succeed in play-
inggod, itmightjustbe Jurassic
Park all over again, hopefully
minusthe horror.



