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Introduction
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They’re big, fluffy and ridiculously cute, which are just some of the reasons why pandas are our favourite animals. Pandas are one of the world’s most at-risk animals, which means it’s more important than ever to understand more about them, their habitats, and the things that put them at risk.

Learn more about the Giant Panda and its unrelated friend the Red Panda in this fun book of panda facts. Then, test your knowledge at the end in our panda quiz!

Let’s get started...
[image: image]
A Giant Panda enjoying some bamboo. 

Credit: Jay Wennington
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Panda Facts
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When we talk about pandas, we are generally referring to the Giant Panda. However, there are also Red Pandas that we will talk about soon!
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An adult panda can weigh over 45kg (100 lb) and be 1.5 metres (5 ft) long.
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Pandas are great at climbing trees. They can start climbing when they are just seven months old.
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Pandas are great, confident swimmers.
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Pandas have six toes! This extra thumb helps them to mould bamboo into an easier-to-eat shape.
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When pandas are born they look quite different! They have pink skin, no fur and are completely blind. Their famous black and white colours come around three weeks later.
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Newborn panda cubs at the panda breeding station in Chengdu, China. 

Credit: Pascal Müller
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However, not all pandas are black and white! There are also brown and white pandas, although these are rare.
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Pandas are lazy creatures. They really do just eat and sleep most of the day. If you want to see a panda in the wild or at a zoo, you need to get up early as this is when they are most active.
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The laziness of pandas is one reason why they are so rare: they don’t prioritise mating. Also, there are only one to three days per year that a female can naturally become pregnant!
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A Qinling “Brown” Panda, the only one in captivity in the world. Credit: AilieHM
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Pandas can only be found in the wild in China. Most pandas are found in southwestern China, although their habitat is shrinking.
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There’s a reason why so many photos of pandas include some bamboo. Pandas spend up to 14 hours a day eating their favourite food! During this time, pandas eat 12-38 kg of bamboo.
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Bamboo doesn’t contain many calories or nutrients, which is why pandas have to eat so much of it.
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Pandas are technically omnivores (meaning they eat meat and plants). However, 99% of their diet is made up of bamboo. They only occasionally eat small fish and animals.
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A hungry panda in the wild.
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While pandas have the teeth and digestive systems to be carnivores, modern pandas no longer have the energy to hunt down prey.
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In the past, pandas had predators like the saber-toothed tiger, so they needed to be able to defend themselves.
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The panda's scientific name is Ailuropoda melanoleuca. If you translate it, this means black and white cat-foot!
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Scientists still don’t know how long pandas live in the wild, but in captivity, they live to around 30 years old.
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The oldest living panda in captivity was 38 years old.
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A giant panda cub chilling in a tree at the Chengdu Research Base of Giant Panda 

Breeding. Credit: Theodor Lundqvist
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When they are born, baby pandas are only 15cm (6 in) long. 
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Pandas are largely solitary creatures and are quite happy spending most of their lives alone.
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Female pandas give birth to one or two cubs every two years. Two cubs are most common, but in the wild, only the stronger cub survives.
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Researchers in Chengdu have successfully experimented with swapping out panda cubs so the mothers can raise two cubs. This project is helping to increase the number of pandas in the wild.
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Cubs stay with their mothers for 18 months before they set off on their own.
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Unlike other types of bears, pandas don’t hibernate. Instead, they move down the mountains to find warmer temperatures.
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Pandas can’t store fat, which is one of the reasons why they can’t hibernate.
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With all the bamboo that pandas eat, comes a lot of poop! A panda can poop as much as 28kg per day.
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As well as a large quantity of poop, they are super regular too! They usually poop around 40 times a day.
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In the past, unchewed bamboo found in panda poop was collected and turned into souvenirs such as picture frames.
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Even if a panda is born in captivity overseas, it remains the property of the Chinese Government and must be returned.
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Zoos must pay around $1 million to ‘borrow’ a panda from China for ten years.
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Pandas are a threatened species. Sadly, there are only around 1,000 of them left in the wild. However, some scientists believe that wild panda populations are increasing. 
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Pandas had been on the endangered species list since 1990 but were moved to the ‘vulnerable’ list in 2016, largely thanks to successful breeding programs in China and overseas. 
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Sadly, as China’s population rapidly grows, more and more of the panda’s habitat is removed and it is harder for them to survive in the wild.

Most panda cubs are born in August.
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Archaeologists have found evidence from fossils that pandas lived 1 to 2 million years ago. In the past, pandas could be found across almost all of China. Now, there are just small communities in remote areas around the Tibetan foothills.



• • •
[image: ]



Pandas walk with their toes in-turned. This characteristic is called ‘pigeon-toed’.

While most humans will cringe at the thought of licking metal, pandas love it! 
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A sleeping panda at Berlin Zoo. 

Credit: Chris Curry
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Zookeepers have found that pandas love licking copper and iron bowls. David Taylor, an expert on pandas, wrote that “An ancient reputation as a licker and eater of copper and iron came from a liking for dishes or cooking pots in dwellings of Chinese peasants.".
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The famous panda logo of the WWF (Worldwide Fund for Nature), was designed after Chi Chi, a giant panda that lived at London Zoo from 1958-1972.
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The first panda ever born into captivity was at Beijing zoo in 1963.
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An adult Giant Panda. Credit: Chen Wu
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Pandas that are kept in captivity often enjoy eating fruits, such as apples. In the summer zookeepers in China feed the pandas frozen apples to help cool them down.
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Just like cats like to mark their territory by peeing on objects, pandas do the same. Male pandas, though, do a handstand while marking their territories!
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When panda cubs are born the circles around their eyes are round. As they get older, these circles become more like a teardrop shape.
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The red panda and the giant panda may have similar names, but the red panda actually belongs to the raccoon family, while the panda is in the bear family.
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Despite the red panda and giant panda being entirely different species, they do have several similarities. They are both native to Asia and can be found in some of the same habitats. 
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Pandas and red pandas also both have an extended wrist bone, which acts like a thumb.
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A panda eating bamboo at Memphis Zoo. 

Credit: Joshua J. Cotten 
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Red pandas, however, spend most of their time living in trees. They only usually come down to mate.
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Although pandas can stand upright, they can’t support themselves for very long. 



• • •
[image: ]



Panda bones are very dense and weigh twice as much as most other animals their size.
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Pandas have great spatial memory. This means that they are good at remembering locations. This is important for finding their way back to their favourite patch of bamboo.
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A happy panda with his stash of bamboo. 

Credit: Qinghong Shen
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A female cub becomes an adult when she is five years old. Male cubs take up to seven years to reach adulthood.
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When a panda becomes pregnant, she starts building a nest out of bamboo in preparation for birth.
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There are around 300 captive pandas around the world. Every panda is part of a breeding program to help prevent them from extinction. 
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Pandas have plantigrade feet. This means that they walk on all parts of their feet — like humans. Cats and dogs walk with their weight on their toes.
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Pandas at the Chengdu Panda Base in Chengdu, China. Credit: Sonorama
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Researchers have found that pandas use 11 different calls. Four of them are used only when searching for a mate.
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A panda mother is 800 times the size of her newborn cub!
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The fur of a baby panda is very soft and fluffy. It gets more coarse as it gets older.
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Male pandas are about 10% larger than females.
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If you try to eat bamboo, it will most likely be very painful! Fortunately, pandas have a special lining on their throats to protect them from splinters.
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Pandas have 42 teeth and go through two sets in their lifetime — like humans.
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Why is a panda called a panda? Nobody knows for sure, but many believe it comes from the Nepalese word ponya, which refers to its extra thumb or adapted wrist bone.
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In early Chinese texts, pandas have been given more than 20 different names over the years. The most common name for a panda in China today is dàxióngmāo, meaning ‘giant bear cat’.
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President Richard Nixon was the first U.S. president to visit China. As a gift, the Chinese leader sent him two pandas, which were then placed in Washington DC’s National Zoo.



• • •
[image: ]



After mating, females chase the male out of her territory.
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There are over 1000 species of bamboo, and pandas have their favourites. Umbrella, arrow and golden bamboo are their top choices.
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Pandas need
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