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10th life
The

Have you ever wished you could keep your cat alive 
forever, or bring them back to life after their death? 
Many of us are familiar with the grief of saying 
goodbye to a pet who was part of the family; but, if 

you could create a genetic copy of your cat, to ease the pain 
of their passing, would you do it? And should you? 

Well, that’s what Chinese cat owner Huang Yu did earlier 
this year after the untimely death of his two-year-old cat, 
Dasuan (meaning ‘Garlic’ in English) — making him the first 
cat to be cloned in China.

Sinogene, the Beijing-based biotech company that created 
Dasuan’s clone (also called Dasuan), has been offering pet 
cloning for two years, initially for dogs, and began research 
into cat cloning in August 2018. But, while a Sinogene 
spokesperson tells us they’re seeing a growing demand for 
pet cloning, it’s an industry that has long been surrounded 
by controversy and ethical concerns.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF ANIMAL CLONING
The first animal to ever be cloned was a sea urchin in 1885, 
but the history of modern animal cloning dates back to 1996. 
Dolly the sheep, created at The Roslin Institute at The University 
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of Edinburgh, was the first mammal cloned using the process 
known as ‘somatic cell nuclear transfer’. 

Since Dolly, cloning has been used on a whole range of 
animals, including deer, camels, monkeys, and rabbits. The first 
cat was cloned in 2001 by scientists at the College of Veterinary 
Medicine at Texas A&M University. Now 17 years old, the 
clone — known as CC (for ‘CopyCat’ or ‘Carbon Copy’) 
— is genetically identical to the original, Rainbow, but with 
noticeably different fur colourings and markings.

A market for commercial pet cloning began to emerge over 
the following years. The first pet to be commercially cloned was 
a cat called Little Nicky, created by biotech company Genetic 
Savings & Clone in 2004. Little Nicky, who’s now 14 years old, 
set his owner back $50,000 and was a genetic copy of her 
19-year-old Maine Coon, Nicky, who’d died in 2003.

Today, pet cloning is a big business in certain parts of the 
world — although, it has been illegal in the UK, under EU law, 
since 2015. 

Further afield, though, companies like ViaGen in the US, 
Sinogene in China, and Sooam Biotech in South Korea charge 
tens of thousands of dollars to replicate pets who have 
passed away.

Dasuan — China’s 
fi rst cloned cat.
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Rainbow is genetically 
identical to CC (right)... 

...but they have very 
different markings.

CC as 
a kitten.

DNA isn’t 

the be-all 

and end-all.

▼

There’s an old 
English proverb, 
which states: 
“A cat has nine 
lives. For three 
he plays, for 
three he strays, 
and for the last 
three he stays.”

Did you 
know?

HOW CAT 
CLONING WORKS
However, while it might 
sound like a lovely way 
to ensure your cat’s 
memory lives on — if 
you can afford the 
eye-watering price 
tag and overseas 
travel, that is — many 
would-be cloners are 
unaware of how the 
cloning process works.

“What happens is 
the pet’s owner gives 
a tissue sample — a bit 
of skin, or something like 
that — and cells are taken 
from that tissue. Those cells 
are isolated in the laboratory 
and mixed with eggs taken 
from another cat,” says Dr 

scientific process, the nucleus 
(which contains the donor 
cat’s DNA) is then removed 
from the egg cells. The newly 
‘blank’ egg cells are infused 
with the deceased cat’s cells, 
using a pulse of electricity 
that also stimulates the 
division process.

“That cell then starts to 
divide, and is cultured in 

the laboratory until it 
forms an embryo, which 

Juliet Dukes, a geneticist 
and senior scientific officer 
for the RSCPA.

That egg-donor cat will 
have gone through hormonal 
procedures, similar to 
a woman undergoing IVF, to 
make them ‘superovulate’. Dr 
Dukes adds: “And that poor 
cat then has to go through 
surgical procedures to collect 
those eggs from her.”

In the next stage of the 

S

divide, and
the labo
forms a

surgical procedures to collect 
those eggs from her.”

In the next stage of the 

Dr Duane Kramer 
holding CC.
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The cloned 

cat may 

have 

a totally 

different 

personality.

is then implanted 
into another female cat 
— the surrogate — who has 
also undergone a load of 
hormone treatment to make 
her receptive to pregnancy,” 
Dr Dukes explains.

ETHICAL AND 
WELFARE 
IMPLICATIONS
For the RSPCA, there are 
“serious ethical and 
welfare concerns around 
the application of cloning 
technology to animals.” 

As Dr Dukes 
highlights: “There’s 
a lot of suffering and 
distress that goes 
on just to produce 
one kitten — and 
a number of different 
cats involved, 
which are often 
forgotten about.”

According to 
Sinogene, the company 
responsible for cloning 
Dasuan: “Healthy adult 
females [are selected], and 
the donor cats and surrogate 
cats are taken good care of 
during the whole process. 
After the procedure, we do 
look responsibly for families 
for adoption.”

But US-based bioethicist 
Dr Jessica Pierce believes the 
process is all-too reminiscent 
of Margaret Atwood’s 
dystopian novel, ‘The 
Handmaid’s Tale’, in which 
fertile women known as 
‘handmaids’ are forced to 
conceive and bear children 
for the wealthy wives of 
government officials.

“I’m not sure that 
people who choose to 
clone their dog or cat 
really know about the 
backstory, which is 
this whole laboratory 
full of animals who 
are basically just 

used as tools. Cloning 
creates this underclass 

of female cats or dogs 
who are being used as 

reproductive machines. It is 
really exploitative, and not a 
happy or companionable life 
for these animals,” she says.

“We know from human 
women who undergo 
IVF that the process of 
having your hormone 
levels pharmaceutically 
manipulated, and then 
having to undergo a surgical 
egg harvesting procedure, is 
not a particularly comfortable 
process,” Dr Pierce adds.

Not only that, but the 
RSPCA highlights evidence 

that cloning carries fairly 
high failure and mortality 
rates, and cloned kittens 
are prone to physical health 
problems, including tumours, 
pneumonia, and abnormal 
growth patterns.

LIMITATIONS OF 
GENETIC CLONING
The other thing to note is 
that there’s no guarantee 
a cloned cat will behave or 
even look identical to the 
original. “I think one of the 
misconceptions people 
have is that you’re getting an 
exact replica of your cat, and 
you’re not. It’s going to be 
a different, unique animal,” 
Dr Pierce says. 

“It will be genetically 
identical; but, in many ways, 
so little of what an animal 
becomes has to do with their 
genes. A lot of it just has to do 
with their development and 
experience, so the cloned cat 
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CC’s surrogate 
mother, Allie.

Allie with CC.
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may have a totally different 
personality,” she adds.

Likewise, Dr Dukes says 
colourings and markings 
could vary, just as in the 
case of Rainbow and CC. “As 
a geneticist, I’m interested 
in the fact cats come in all 
different shapes, sizes, and 
colours. The colour of their 
coat doesn’t just depend on 
their DNA; it depends on how 
they develop in the womb as 
well. DNA isn’t the be-all 
and end-all,” she explains.

WHAT HAPPENS 
TO THE OTHER 
KITTENS?
There’s also the question of 
what happens to all the other 
cats involved in the cloning 
process — not only the egg 
donor and the surrogate  but 
any additional cloned kittens 
that are born as a result of 
the cloning process.

“Commonly in cat cloning, 
a number of different females 
are implanted with embryos, 
and maybe only one out of 
10 might actually become 
a successful pregnancy and 
result in a kitten,” Dr Dukes 
says. But, in cases where 
multiple embryos do result in 
multiple kittens, Dr Pierce asks: 
“If they are five kittens and 
the owner only wants one 
of them, what happens to 
the other four?”

We put this to Sinogene. 
“Generally, more than one 
cloned embryo is implanted 
in the surrogate. The most 
common case is that 
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CC still lives with 
Dr Duane Kramer 
(one of the 
scientists who 
cloned Rainbow) 
and his wife, Shirley 
(right). In 2006, CC 
gave birth to four 
live kittens, which 
was the fi rst time 
a cloned pet had 
given birth.

Did you 
know?

the surrogate would be 
successfully impregnated with 
and give birth to one cloned 
kitten,” a spokesperson says.

“Multiparous cases 
(where more than one kitten 
is born) may occur less 
commonly. In such cases, 
our first choice would be to 
convince the client to accept 
the excess cloned kitten(s) 
through negotiations. If the 
client declines the deal, we 
would look responsibly for 
families for adoption.”

But Dr Pierce isn’t 
convinced. “Why in the world 
would you spend $50,000 to 

create a single new cat when 
we have millions and millions 
of cats [globally] languishing 
in shelters without a home?” 
she says.

MANIPULATING 
MOURNERS
Finally, Dr Pierce adds that 
she also has concerns about 
the “cloak and dagger” 
way in which some pet 
cloning companies operate. 
In the US, she explains it’s 
common for these services 
to be advertised in veterinary 
hospitals and organisations 
that offer end of life care 
and euthanasia. 

“That’s a red flag that they’re 
trying to step into a really 
vulnerable time in people’s 
lives and manipulate those 
emotions to make money,” 

she says. “If you look at the 
websites for the companies 
who are doing this, it very 
much just focuses on 
how you can be reunited 
with your cat or dog who 
you love so much. It’s 
a very dark business, 
in my opinion.”
As devastating as it is to 

lose a pet, the RSPCA stresses 
that cloning is not the answer. 
Instead, it says: “We would 
recommend anyone looking 

for a new pet to become part 
of their family to adopt one 
of the thousands of animals 
in rescue centres looking for 
their forever home.”

Sinogene, the company that 
created Dasuan, has been 

offering Pet Cloning for two years.

Dasuan.
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