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Jérome Pouille gives a speech after he takes first place in the 2013 Pambassador competition.
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Jérome Pouille poses with a giant panda aft es the Pambassador.
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Panda Facts event during the Pambassador competition
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Jérome Pouille completes the final round in the competition.
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he Chengdu Research Base of Giant Panda

Breeding, WildAid Association, and Yao

Ming Foundation launched the second an-
nual Chengdu Pambassador contest in September
2012. The aim was to select three ambassadors for
giant pandas and their conservation.

When I received the announcement of this
contest, I immediately thought that I was already an
ambassador of the giant panda. In fact, I had run the
website www.pandas.fr for ten years. The website
is dedicated to the giant panda with a lot of general
information about their biology, history, habitat,
behavior, reproduction, communication, but also
with recent data about the efforts of China to better
protect the wild population and to study how to
support the wild population with captive-born indi-
viduals.

I wrote articles every week about the most
important discoveries, about observations of wild
pandas, and about all the pandas inside and outside
China. Every summer I updated the list of births in
Chinese institutions with an emphasis on the breed-
ing season and births at Chengdu Research Base of
Giant Panda Breeding.

In January 2012 I was at the Roissy-Charles-
de-Gaulle Airport to see the arrival of Huan Huan
and Yuan Zi, two sub-adult pandas from Chengdu

Panda Base who are now living at Zoo Parc of Beau-
val in France. Simultaneously, I rejoiced in the open-
ing of Panda Valley, a unique base where captive-
born pandas would be trained to live in more natural
enclosures. With the launch of the Chengdu Pam-
bassador contest, I did not hesitate to participate.

After tens of thousands of registrations on
the Facebook application specially dedicated to the
contest and with the support of my friends and my
website's visitors, I was pleased to be selected as one
of 24 semi-finalists for the Europe/Middle East/Af-
rica region. The semi-finals were held in Edinburgh,
Scotland from Friday 12 to Monday 15 October.
Throughout the weekend, we had to perform five
main tasks: a group activity with children aged 7
to 10 years to raise awareness about the natural
resources of Sichuan; a conference by Darren Mc-
Garry (animal collections manager at Edinburgh
Zoo) followed by an individual questionnaire on gi-
ant pandas, the Chengdu Panda Base and Chengdu
city; a treasure hunt in the city of Edinburgh; a
sporting event (Go Ape); and finally an individual
filmed interview to describe our reasons for wanting
to be selected as a Pambassador.

The four finalists were announced Sunday
evening at the headquarters of the Royal Zoological
Society of Scotland and I had the great pleasure to
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Jéréme Pouille competes in the Bamboo

Challenge.
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learn that I was a finalist alongside Ylenia, an Italian,
and Aimee and Julie, both British.

With a Chinese visa in my pocket, we landed
at the international airport in Chengdu on Saturday,
November 17. A welcoming committee from the
Pambassador contest greeted us with a beautiful
bougquet of flowers and a plush panda. My first visit
to China began auspiciously and it nearly slipped
my mind that I was here for three weeks to compete
with 15 other finalists for the top three places.

We spent our first week at the Chengdu Re-
search Base of Giant Panda Breeding immersed
alongside keepers, veterinarians, scientists, and
leaders of the institution whose objectives were con-
servation, public awareness, captive breeding, and
scientific research. We were given both theoretical
and practical training by working directly with the
pandas housed at the base.

I particularly remember the morning of Octo-
ber 30. That morning was dedicated to learning the
key concepts of operant conditioning, also known
as positive reinforcement or training. Training con-
sisted of teaching giant pandas to adopt a particular
position, depending on the given order, in exchange
for a reward. This training was invaluable when it
came time for simple medical examinations or non-
invasive research, and thus we could avoid repeated
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anesthesia and stress. For example, veterinarians
at the Chengdu Panda Base could collect blood,
conduct ultrasounds, take body measurements or
conduct cell sampling (during the breeding season)
without anesthetizing the animals. I used the new
training technique with a female panda named Wen
Li who was just over three years old, born on July
19,2009. We tested three orders: standing on hind
legs, sitting, and touching an iron rod with her nose.
With each command, I enunciated the Chinese
word associated with the action. If Wen Li followed
the command, a whistle sounded and she was re-
warded with a piece of apple. Each order was tested
several times and Wen Li was very cooperative.

Another highlight of our stay was spending
five days in the natural habitat of the giant panda at
Longxi-Hongkou National Nature Reserve which
is also home to hundreds of other rare plants and
animal species. Access to the giant panda’s natural
habitat is strictly controlled and we had the wonder-
ful opportunity to learn and to explore this unique
ecosystem alongside the reserve staff who do a dif-
ficult job in often rudimentary living conditions.

The reserve, inhabited by about six wild
pandas, was severely affected by the earthquake in
May 2008, but infrared cameras photograph and
help researchers study and protect the wild pan-
das. We observed the remains of bamboo and
panda droppings.

My trip was also an opportunity to dis-
cuss China's efforts to use its captive panda
population to support wild populations
through reintroduction. With this in mind,
we visited a new panda base in Dujiangyan
where pandas born in captivity were
trained to survive conditions more simi-
lar to those of the natural environment
with the ultimate goal of reintroducing
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Jéréme Pouille introduces his
enrichment equipment for giant
pandas in the final competition.
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them into the wild.

I placed first in the contest and won the title
Chengdu Pambassador. Alongside me were Chen
Yinrong, a Chinese woman, and Melissa an Ameri-
can; my two Pambassador companions for the
year 2013. The mission of the three winners is to
promote the conservation of the giant panda and
its habitat and more generally the conservation of
threatened species during a Panda Global Conserva-
tion Tour in fifteen countries, including France.

Just as I did during the final, I will host a column
on my website (www.pandas.fr) and on my facebook
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page (www.facebook.com/pandas.fr) where you can
follow my experience and adventure in 2013.

Finally, I want to congratulate the staff at
Chengdu Research Base of Giant Panda Breeding
for the quality of their work, for their kindness, and
for the time they took to share their knowledge with
me. A special thanks goes to Dr. Zhang Zhihe who
works tirelessly for the protection and breeding of

giant pandas.




