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Some of the projects centering on high-profile endangered mammals such as the giant panda are struggling to make progress, while creatures that could reap more benefits from cloning, such as fish or amphibians, are being ignored. Critics worry that cloning could be a distraction from the vital work of protecting habitats so that endangered species can recover naturally in the wild.

But if regular cloning was inefficient and difficult, scientists knew that using the technique with endangered species would be even harder. Given cloning's dismal success rate (only a few live births from hundreds of implanted embryos), scientists would have to experiment on tens, possibly hundreds, of females. The rarity of endangered species means this is simply not an option. The only possibility would be to find a female from a related but more common species to serve as egg donor and surrogate mother. That would add an extra layer of difficulty to the whole process. Could it ever work?

The answer came with the birth of Noah, the cloned gaur, who had been created using a cow as both egg donor and surrogate. Although he died of a common infection two days after birth, Noah exemplified the power of cloning for conservation. Soon after came announcements of projects to clone the giant panda, the African bongo antelope, the Sumatran tiger (now abandoned) and the cheetah, among others (see Map).

For some of these species though, the obstacles seem insurmountable. Take the quest to clone the giant panda, of which approximately 1000 individuals are left in the wild. The project has been running for six years and has suffered major technical disappointments. In 2002, for example, the Chinese team in charge of the project published results of a series of attempts to implant cloned panda embryos. They used rabbits as a surrogate species, since panda cubs are only a few inches long at birth, about the same size as rabbit kits.

