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Promises and perils 
for the panda
AS A GLOBAL conservation icon and 

China’s national treasure, the endangered 

giant panda has received exceptional 

attention worldwide. Between 2003 and 

2013, giant pandas in the wild increased 

from 1596 to 1864, according to the results 

from the latest survey released by the State 

Forestry Administration (1). About two-

thirds of the wild giant pandas and 53.8% of 

panda habitat are within nature reserves (1). 

Pandas in captivity are also thriving.

However, there are long-term threats to 

panda survival and reproduction, including 

virus infection (“Captive pandas succumb 

to killer virus,” M. Hvistendahl, In Depth, 

13 February, p. 700), habitat fragmentation, 

low genetic diversity, and human activities. 

As some old threats have diminished, new 

threats have emerged. Harvesting forests for 

fuelwood and timber has declined drasti-

cally (2), but livestock grazing has increased 

(3). Although illegal poaching has dwindled, 

climate change is becoming a potential 

threat. For example, climate change could 

bring a substantial reduction in the distri-

butional ranges of the dominant bamboo 

species that comprise almost the entire 

diet of the panda population in Qinling 

Mountains of Shaanxi Province (the region 

with the highest panda density across the 

panda range) (4).

To ensure long-term panda survival, it 

is important to expand from short-term to 

long-term strategies from the perspective 

of coupled human and natural systems (5). 

For example, the State Forestry 

Administration plans to prohibit 

encroachments on existing 

reserves for economic develop-

ment, but only for the next 2 

years. It is imperative to reduce 

human pressure in the long 

run by providing local residents 

with incentives to conserve pan-

das and panda habitat (6) and 

by providing educational oppor-

tunities that will enable young 

people living in the panda range 

to find jobs and settle in the cit-

ies (7). Creating nature reserves 

in areas where no pandas cur-

rently live (such as the northern 

side of the current panda range) 

might provide a safer haven for 
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future pandas as the climate changes.

To respond to the Chinese government’s 

call for more panda conservation, detailed 

data from the panda surveys should be made 

readily available. Releasing the data can help 

to analyze how and why panda populations 

have changed in a particular region that was 

covered in different surveys. Sharing the data 

respects the hard work by more than 2000 

people surveying in the rugged mountains 

over 3 years in the latest panda survey alone. 

Most important, it can help boost promises 

and reduce perils for the panda. 
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The potential of 
secondary forests 
TROPICAL FORESTS ARE increasingly 

modified by human activities. Centuries 

of human–forest interactions have led to 

a diverse array of forest areas in different 

phases of succession. In recent decades, 

forest conversion to cattle pasture or agricul-

tural fields, followed by land abandonment, 

has led to large areas of second-growth 

forest in the Amazon. These forests grow 

rapidly and sequester large amounts of 

carbon in their biomass, but they tend to 

be ignored, as most of the debate on the 

carbon balance of the Amazon basin tends 

to revolve around old-growth forests. 

For example, a recent study has shown 

that the net carbon uptake of Amazonian 

old-growth forests has declined by a 

third per decade from 1990 to 2010 (1, 

2). When extrapolated over the whole 

Amazon basin, these results translate into 

a reduced role of intact tropical forests in 

climate change mitigation. This alarming 

conclusion, however, completely ignores 

the important role of regenerating forests 

as carbon sinks. For instance, in 2010 

about 25% of formerly deforested areas 

in Para, Brazil, were occupied by second-

growth forests. Although re-growing 

forests have lower carbon stocks (45 to 

48% of old growth forest), their net car-

bon sequestration rate is up to 20 times 

higher (4.6 to 5.8 Mg carbon 

ha–1 year–1) (3) than old-growth 

forests (1). Additionally, about 

one-quarter of the forests in 

the Amazon basin are man-

aged for timber production. 

Net carbon sequestration 

rates after timber extraction 

are high, and the application 

of reduced-impact logging 

techniques further increases 

carbon sequestration rates (2.8 

Mg ha–1 year–1 compared with 

0.5 for conventionally logged 

areas) (4). Consequently, it is 

essential to incorporate the 

carbon sequestration poten-

tial of second-growth, logged, 

and managed forests in future 
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assessments of the Amazon basin as a 

global carbon sink.  
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Naming diseases: 
First do no harm
IN RECENT YEARS, the world has seen the 

emergence of several new human infectious 

diseases. Given the rapid and global com-

munication through social media and other 

electronic means, diseases are now often 

given common names by stakeholders outside 

as well as inside the scientific community. 

The use of names such as “swine influenza” 

and “Middle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome” 

has had unintentional negative economic and 

social impacts by stigmatizing certain indus-

tries or communities. Disease names, once 

given, are difficult to change later even if an 

inappropriate name is being used. Therefore, 

it is important that an appropriate name is 

assigned to a newly identified human disease 

by whoever first reports it. 

In response to such concerns, the World 

Health Organization (WHO), in close collabo-

ration with the World Organisation for Animal 

Health (OIE) and the Food and Agriculture 

Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 

and in consultation with the International 

Classification of Diseases (ICD) (1), has 

developed a set of standard best practices for 

naming new human infectious diseases, with 

the aim of minimizing unnecessary negative 

effects on nations, economies, people, and ani-

mals. A full description of these best practices 

is available on the WHO Web site (2). 

These best practices apply to new 

infections, syndromes, and diseases of 

humans that have never been recognized 

or reported before in humans, that have 

potential public health impact, and for 

which no disease name is yet established 

in common usage. They do not replace the 

existing ICD system, but rather provide an 

interim solution prior to the assignment 

of a final ICD disease name. As these best 

practices only apply to disease names for 

common usage, they also do not affect the 

work of existing international authoritative 

bodies responsible for scientific taxonomy 

and nomenclature of microorganisms. 

WHO, OIE, and FAO strongly 

encourage all national, regional, and 

international stakeholders, including 

scientists, national authorities, and media, 

to follow these best practices in the event 

of the emergence of a new human disease, 

so that inappropriate disease names do not 

become established. 
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