DEPT. OF REPRODUCTION

BEARS DO IT

But pandas in captivity often won 7

BY DAVID OWEN

female giant panda unambiguously
signals her approaching receptivity
to mating. She wanders over a wide terri-
tory and scent-marks stones, the ground,
and other surfaces with a waxy, hormone-
rich secretion from a gland under her tail.
She walks through water, to spread her
scent farther. Her main vocalization
changes from a throaty whinny to a high-
pitched chirp, which one zookeeper trans-
lated for me as “T'm here! I'm here! My
time is coming!” She masturbates, and
when she encounters an adult male at the
critical moment she lumbers toward him,
rear end first, and lifts her tail.
Still, things don’t always work out.
David Wildt, the head of the Center for
Species Survival at the National Zoo, in

Washington, D.C., told me, “Some pan-
das know how to have sex, and some
don’t.” The pair at the National Zoo—
Tian Tian (male) and Mei Xiang (fe-
male)—don't. They have been together at
the zoo since 2000, but until last week
they had produced just two cubs, both by
artificial insemination, and one of these
had died. At the end of last week, Mei
Xiang gave birth for a third time, live on
one of the zoo's panda Webcams.

The latest arrival is also the product of
artificial insemination. As Wildt described
it to me, Tian Tian and Mei Xiang are
simply “reproductively incompetent.” A
key difficulty is that Mei Xiang places her-
selfin what he called “pancake position™—
flat on her stomach, legs outstretched—
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and Tian Tian isn’t assertive enough to lift
her off the ground. Rather than mounting
from behind or pulling her toward his lap,
he steps onto her back and stands there
like a man who has just opened a large box
from Ikea and has no idea what to do next.
Female pandas are receptive only
once a year, and sometimes are fertile
for less than a day—an unusually nar-
row breeding window. As spring ap-
proaches, scientists at the National Zoo
monitor Mei Xiang’s behavior and hor-
mone levels, and a Chinese consultant
prepares to fly to Washington on short
notice, to assist. In China and else-
where, panda handlers have encouraged
unenthusiastic pairs by showing them
“panda porn”—footage of other pairs
having sex—and giving the males Vi-
agra. Some handlers have claimed suc-
cess with the videos, but pandas in the
wild are solitary creatures, with limited
opportunities to observe the behavior of
other adults, and many scientists doubt
that they engage in social learning.
The National Zoo’s approach has
been more mechanistic. Last year, at the
suggestion of the Chinese consultant,
carpenters built a low wooden platform
in the enclosure that had been Mei
Xiang’s preferred mating location. “We
were thinking that if she would pancake
at a higher level Tian Tian might be
able to hit the target,” Brandie Smith,
the zoo's panda curator, told me. It didn’t
work. This year, two zookeepers placed
a plastic cylinder, about a foot in diame-
ter, across the threshold of the enclosure.
As Mei Xiang led Tian Tian inside, she
fell over the cylinder, and her rump rose
into the air—exactly as the zookeepers
had hoped. But then Tian Tian lifted
her off the cylinder, placed her on the
ground, and stepped onto her back.
The reproductive travails of giant pan-
das are ecologically significant, because
the species today may consist of as few
as two thousand animals, of which about
a sixth are in captivity. (The rest are in
wildlife reserves in a mountainous part
of central China.) Captive breeding is a
way of buying time while the Chinese sort
out their feelings about a number of envi-
ronmental issues, including habitat de-
struction. Most of the captive animals live
in two large research centers, in Wolong
and Shandong, but roughly three dozen
are in zoos in other countries, and their
mating failures and successes have inspired
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