
No romance in a perfect
panda match in D.C. zoo

Matchmaker, matchmaker,
Make me a match . . .
Find me a find . . .
Catch me a catch . . .

By MICHAEL E. RUANE
The Washington Post

WASHINGTON — In a
remote spot on the grounds of the
National Zoo, in a low-rise brick
office building, research scientist
Jon Ballou sits with a computer
full of personal data on the
world’s 333 captive giant pandas.

Birth dates. Locations. Who
was born in the wild. Who was
born in captivity. Who begat
whom. And, most important, who
might be best – or worst – to have
more baby pandas.

He is the panda matchmaker, if
you will. He even has a “stud
book,” although now it’s digital.
It’s filled with tables, numbers and
rankings.

Never mind the physical pro-
files: Heavyset. Black and white
fur. Poor posture, and manners.
Favorite food, bamboo.

Ballou’s interested in genes. He
can tell you which pandas would
be most suitable, genetically, to
mate with which.

This is crucial because the zoo
announced Monday that it is again
trying to breed its pandas, Mei
Xiang and Tian Tian, possibly for
the last time.

Mei was artificially inseminat-
ed April 29 and Monday after she
and Tian Tian failed to mate on
their own, the zoo said.

The two have produced only
one cub, Tai Shan, in the 10 years
they have been at the zoo. If no cub
is forthcoming this year, China has
agreed to consider replacements.
China owns and leases all giant
pandas in U.S. zoos.

The zoo has said it wants panda
cubs in Washington and has
focused intense research on panda
reproduction.

The research shows that the
chances of Mei becoming preg-
nant after years of failed attempts
is low. Ballou said statistics sug-
gest that Mei, 13, has a less than
10 percent chance.

Tian Tian, 14, has problems,
too. He has proved to be a clueless
breeder with flawed technique.
Plus, his genes are not that valu-
able because his father has sired
dozens of offspring in the captive
population. Ballou said both pan-
das ought to be replaced.

“Genetically, it would be best if
we got a whole new pair,” he said.
“If she can’t breed, and he’s from
an overrepresented gene line, why
not just start again? Get a couple
of young pandas, (of) reproduc-
tive ages” and begin anew.

Short of that, Ballou said it
would be best to get a new female.
“If she’s not going to breed, then
she’s genetically dead,” he said in
an interview last week.

Ballou said his research is aimed
at avoiding panda inbreeding.

“We’re trying to keep the cap-
tive population with as much
genetic diversity as we can,” he

said as he sat in his office.
Inbreeding can pass along

genetic mutations that could lead
to potential health problems, he
said. No such problems are
known in the panda population so
far, Ballou said, and experts
would like to keep it that way.

As of last November, there
were 333 in captivity around the
world, mostly in China, according
to a report co-authored by Ballou.
Twenty-five cubs were born last
year, and eight pandas died. A
good target population is 500,
according to the report.

Each panda gets a number and
goes into the stud book.

The book also tracks where a
panda has been moved over its
lifetime and notes its death.

The 50 original pandas in the
captive population from the wild
are called “founders,” and their
genes tend to be “overrepresent-
ed” in the population, Ballou said.
Twenty-seven percent of the gene
pool comes from only four
founders, and 18 percent comes

from only two.
One of them is the “infamous”

founder Pan Pan, No. 308, Ballou
joked. Pan Pan was captured as a
cub in the mid-1980s. “He was a
really good natural breeder,” Bal-
lou said. He was bred with many
different females, and “a huge
proportion of the genes in the pop-
ulation come from him.”

The stud book is peppered with
“308s” under the heading “sire.”

Pan Pan has fathered at least 32
cubs, including Tian Tian. He has
sired multiple cubs a year – an
amazing seven in 1997, including
three sets of twins.

This was great for Pan Pan but
bad for the panda gene pool.

Tian Tian, No. 458, has a less
distinguished record. He has sired
only the illustrious Tai Shan, who
was born at the National Zoo in
2005 and lives at a panda reserve
in China.

Ballou said China thus far has
not consulted National Zoo offi-
cials on genetic issues or replace-
ment pandas. But it could in the

future.
“They have all the informa-

tion,” he said. “We’ve been work-
ing with them now for 10, 11 years
... so they have the tools and infor-
mation they need to decide.”

But if the Chinese want to con-
sult, Ballou said he could crank
out some good genetic matches in
a few minutes. “Sure,” he said. “I
could do that.”

It is uncertain whether China,
which has dozens of pandas in its
reserves, would consent to
replacements.

Last year, Chinese and U.S.
officials agreed to extend the pan-
das’ stay in Washington for five
more years. The agreement
replaced a 10-year lease that
expired Dec. 6, 2010. The new
agreement expires Dec. 6, 2015.

According to zoo spokes-
woman Pamela Baker-Masson, to
open talks with China about new
pandas the zoo would have to
demonstrate all the work that has
been done to try to produce cubs
in Washington, and how it has
come up short.

The zoo would then make a
recommendation “for one to go
back, two to go back,” she said.

Ballou said there are probably
scores of female pandas that
would be genetically suitable for
Tian Tian.

“Then you would narrow it
down by age,” he said. “Then
there would be a decision: ‘Well,
do we want to have a female that’s
a proven breeder or not?’ That
would narrow it down.”

More would depend on the
institution where the panda is
located.

Ballou could probably narrow
it down to four or five females.
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By ELIZABETH PENNISI
ScienceNOW

In a world where we’ve tamed our
environment and largely protected our-
selves from the vagaries of nature, we
may think we’re immune to the forces of
natural selection. But a new study finds
that the process that drives evolution was
still shaping us as recently as the 19th
century.

The finding comes from an analysis of
the birth, death and marital records of
5,923 people born between 1760 and
1849 in four farming or fishing villages
in Finland. Researchers led by evolution-
ary biologist Alexandre Courtiol of the
Institute for Advanced Study Berlin
picked this time period because agricul-
ture was well established by then and
there were strict rules against divorce and
extramarital affairs.

The team looked at four aspects of life
that affect survival and reproduction, key

signposts of natural selection: Who lived
beyond age 15, who got married and who
didn’t, how many marriages each person
had (second marriages were possible
only if a spouse died), and how many
children were born in each marriage. “All
these steps can influence the number of
offspring you have,” Courtiol said.

Natural selection was alive and well in
all of the villages the researchers sur-
veyed. Almost half of the people died
before age 15, for example, suggesting
that they had traits disfavored by natural
selection, such as susceptibility to dis-
ease. As a result, they contributed none of
their genes to the next generation. Of
those who made it through childhood, 20

percent did not get married and had no
children, again suggesting that some
traits prevented individuals from obtain-
ing mates and passing on their genes to
the next generation.

The numbers were about the same for
landed and landless individuals, indicat-
ing that wealth did not buffer the envi-
ronment enough to prevent natural selec-
tion from culling or favoring individuals.
“Although there is agriculture and trans-
mission of wealth, there is still as much
room for evolution to proceed as in other
animals,” said Courtiol, whose team
reports its findings online today in the
Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences.

The Finns were also subject to sexual
selection, in that men who were able to
attract new mates had more offspring.
With one partner, the average was about
five children; with four partners, that
jumped to 7.5, Courtiol notes. Men bene-
fited more than women in terms of beget-
ting more children, most likely because
they tended to remarry young women
with good child-bearing potential. Thus
sexual selection was more important in
men than in women.

From the records they had, the
researchers could not tell which traits
were being selected for, but the variation
in the number of offspring – from zero to
17 – indicates there was a large opportu-
nity for selection to occur. That variation
is the grist for evolution.

The importance of sexual selection is
well accepted in birds and fish, “but this
is the first time that sexual selection has
been so well documented in humans,”

said Stephen Stearns, an evolutionary
biologist at Yale University. As for show-
ing natural selection, “they are providing
additional, confirmational evidence.”

“Without a doubt, natural selection
occurs in modern humans,” said Jacob
Moorad, an evolutionary biologist at
Duke University, who was not involved
in the study. He thinks this work will
inspire other researchers with large data-
bases of data on humans to look at how
selection operates in populations.

Courtiol is not certain how strong nat-
ural selection is today, particularly in the
developed world. But he says that at the
very least, the data show that even as
recently as 200 years ago, it still played a
role in shaping humans as a species. As
such, he notes, biological and cultural
processes should both be considered in
understanding how humans are changing
through time.

Natural selection seen in 19th century 
“Without a doubt, natural selection occurs in
modern humans.”

Jacob Moorad
Evolutionary biologist, Duke University

Gerald Martineau/For The Washington Post
Mei Xiang enjoys a frozen treat at the National Zoo in Washington. 

By JOSHUA TOPOLSKY
Special to The Washington Post

Another day, another flailing tech company trying to get
back in the game. Welcome to Research in Motion. And wel-
come to BlackBerry 10 – the next version of the company’s
mobile operating system just unveiled at BlackBerry World, a
huge gathering the Canadian phone maker holds every year in
Florida.

The story of RIM’s struggles isn’t really fresh. In recent
months, you’ve probably read numerous stories about its CEO
shakeups, partnership losses and a shrinking stock price. What’s
different now, however, is that for the first time in a long time,
the company has something legitimately new to show off.

And that new thing is BlackBerry 10, a complete rethink of
RIM’s phone operating system that will be available later this
year. For starters, it actually looks like a modern operating sys-
tem, something that can compete with the likes of Apple’s iOS
or the latest version of Google’s Android.

The software shares some things in common with those oper-
ating systems, too. But it bases much of its interaction with users
around the concept of “panes” of information that can be shuf-
fled through by gently sliding the application you’re working
with to the left or right. The interfaces for iOS and Android are
built more around traditional icons.

Say you’re in a Web browser and get a notification that
you’ve got a new email. If you pull the “pane” of the BlackBer-
ry 10 browser to the left, you can see notifications below it. If
you swipe all the way over, you’re in your message list.

Swiping from the bottom of an app takes you back to a home
screen that is populated with large tiles with real-time informa-
tion, an interface that is reminiscent of the “live tiles” on
Microsoft’s Windows Phone.

In fact, the whole operating system looks a bit like RIM put
Palm’s WebOS, Android, Apple iOS and Windows Phone into a
blender and cranked it to the highest setting.

It’s not messy, but it’s definitely familiar.
BlackBerry 10 was demonstrated to reporters on a full touch-

screen developer device, making it clear that the company is
moving toward virtual keyboard as its main focus for text input
(though CEO Thorsten Heins emphasized that the company will
continue to produce devices with hardware keyboards, as well).

A lot of work has gone into the new virtual keyboard on
BlackBerry 10, and the software will now intelligently predict
your next word and hover that option above an individual key.
To add the predicted word to your text, you swipe upward.

The company has also made significant improvements in its
camera software, allowing users to quickly edit a photo based on
saved images grabbed just before and after you actually snap
your picture. It’s a pretty neat idea that, at least in a demo video,
looks pretty easy to use.

But course-correcting on software and making devices easier
to use is only half the battle for RIM in today’s market. Cus-
tomers are increasingly settling on either iOS or Android as their
mobile OS of choice, with huge players like Microsoft still
struggling to get a foot in the door.

And we’ve seen this story before.
A few years ago, Palm stunned the technology community

with a new OS that was beautiful and intuitive, but the compa-
ny’s efforts to gain a foothold in the market never quite took.
Even if everything goes according to plan and the software is as
good as RIM wants it to be, it doesn’t guarantee success.

Just having great software and ideas isn’t enough: You need
carrier partnerships and third-party developer support that RIM
simply does not have at this point.

At the event on Tuesday, Heins brought some software part-
ners to the stage. But if his company was trying to elicit excite-
ment from consumers, it didn’t get the message across clearly
enough. Calling friends like Salesforce.com and Cisco up to the
stage early in the presentation might have wowed enterprise-
focused fans, but the gaming partners RIM showcased later on
will be the developers who help see BlackBerry through its dark
days.

Panda matchmaker

Matt McClain/The Washington Post
Research scientist Jon Ballou can tell you which pandas would be
most suitable, genetically, to mate with which.  

BlackBerry
looks to 10 
as its savior

Briefly
Samsung reveals new flagship smartphone

NEW YORK — Samsung says the latest phone in its Galaxy
line, which has emerged as the biggest competitor to Apple’s
iPhone, will go on sale in Europe this month and in the U.S. this
summer.

The Korean company is showing off the phone at an event in
London. It has a touch screen that’s nearly twice the size of the
iPhone’s, but it’s thinner and lighter than Apple Inc.’s phone.

Samsung Electronics Co. says the phone will go on sale in 145
countries, making it the company’s biggest launch so far.

In the U.S., the phone will use fourth-generation, or 4G, networks
for faster data downloads.

Samsung didn’t say which carriers would sell it, but the previous
Galaxy model was sold by all four national wireless carriers: Veri-
zon, AT&T, Sprint and T-Mobile.

— From wire reports


