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hefateof anewly-fertilized embryoisan uncertain one. Largenumbersof embryosdieduringthefirst
few daysafter fertilization either because of inherent defectsintheembryo or becausetheenvironmentin
themother’ sreproductivetract isinadequateto support theembryo. Inthedairy cow, therate of
fertilizationand embryonicfailurehasincreasedinthelast 30-40 yearsandisnow amajor factor limiting
dairy farmprofitability. Oneof thefactorscausing embryonic deathisstressonthepregnant female, such

assummer heat stressor infectiousdisease. Using researchfunding fromthe USDA-NRI, Dr. Hansen and colleagues
have shown that oneresponse of embryosto variousstressesisthe phenomenon called programmed cel | death or
apoptosis. Oftenlikenedto cell suicide, apoptosisinvolvesactivation of processeswithinthecell that lead tothecell’ s
death. Althoughlarge-scaleapoptosisislikely tolead to theembryo’ sdeath, Hansen’ swork suggeststhat alimited
apoptoticresponseintheembryo may bebeneficial toitschancesfor survival by removing cellsmost damaged by
stress. Regul ation of apoptotic responsesmay providenew approachesfor enhancingfertility infarmanimalsand

humans.
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