
Synopsis of Giant Panda Review presented by Minister McKee, on behalf of RZSS, to CWCA 

July 2019 

 

Background 

Two giant pandas, Tian Tian (female) and Yang Guang (male) arrived at Edinburgh Zoo in Dec 

2011.  Scottish Secretary Michael Moore, Deputy First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, Edinburgh’s 

Lord Provost George Grubb and the Chinese Charge d’Affaires were at the airport to 

welcome the pandas to Scotland.  Since then over 4.5 million people have visited the zoo, 

many specifically to see the giant pandas.  A further 9 million views have occurred on the 

“pandacam” which has not just national but global reach via the internet.   

 

Giant panda care 

The panda team at RZSS Edinburgh Zoo have continued to gain experience and knowledge 

since the pandas arrived in 2011.  The team have developed close bonds with both Tian Tian 

and Yang Guang and using positive reinforcement training are able to carry out several 

health assessments with the pandas voluntarily participating including blood sampling, 

dental inspections and ultrasound examinations.  Endocrine monitoring is carried out 

throughout the year and intensifies during the breeding season and our partnership with 

the University of Edinburgh continues with a PhD researcher studying hormone cycles in 

Tian Tian.   

This care is exemplified in the recent example of Yang Guang being diagnosed with testicular 

cancer.  The original concern was raised by the keepers who have a close bond with Yang 

Guang and he permitted the vets to carry out the initial ultrasound examinations whilst he 

was conscious, thereby allowing the vets to confirm the need for a general anaesthetic.  

Under general anaesthesia he was found to have tumours in both testicles, so he was 

castrated.  Subsequently the tumours were confirmed as cancerous and a more recent 

(March 2016) total body scan has shown no sign of cancer in Yang Guang at all so we are 

optimistic that we caught it before it had spread.  A further total body scan will be carried 

out later in the year.  All decisions throughout this process have been carried out with 

support from CCRCGP and CWCA.       

 

Conservation Education 

The RZSS Beyond the Panda educational programme is designed for cross curricular learning 
where pupils investigate and discover more about China, its culture, language, geography, 
giant pandas and other Chinese wildlife. Beyond the Panda was created in 2013 and 
continues to evolve each year. The key objectives are to promote the knowledge and 
awareness of giant pandas, their biology, habitat and conservation; biodiversity in China and 
the importance of China in ecological and conservation terms; the culture, language and 
people of China.  



 
The programme delivers to schools across Scotland and into the north of England and since 
2013 has engaged with over 26,000 children and adults by providing resources to teachers 
and directly in the classroom.    
 
In 2018, through the Confucius Institute for Scotland’s Schools at the University of 
Strathclyde, RZSS was awarded the status of the first science specialist Confucius Classroom 
in the world! This enables us to link closely with the Confucius Hub schools in Scotland and 
to the teaching of Mandarin in the Scottish curriculum.  
 
Beyond the Panda works with partners Confucius Institute for Scotland, Confucius Institute 

for Scotland’s Schools and the Scotland China Education Network. 

 
Engagement 

Yang Guang and Tian Tian have received many famous visitors, including our Royal Patron 
HRH the Princes Royal, who is Queen Elizabeth II’s daughter.  These visits have provided RZSS 
with tremendous opportunities to raise awareness of the threats faced by giant pandas in 
the wild, foster deeper, cultural links between Scotland and China and engage a wider 
audience with our conservation work.  
 
No Scottish welcome is fully complete without a special celebratory 
tartan being made. This is a true sign of friendship (giant panda 
tartan, right). 
 
In 2017 we launched the first of our Giant Lanterns of China events, which have attracted 

more than 150,000 visitors to Edinburgh Zoo over two years. The giant panda is central to 

the event and included within the logo.  

The event has further enabled RZSS to promote cultural links with China, emphasising that 

the lanterns are hand-crafted by Chinese artisans from the same Sichuan province as Yang 

Guang and Tian Tian. 

 
 

 

 



Speaking Points for the Ministerial Visit with CWCA 

 RZSS values the relationship with CWCA and the Chinese authorities 

 The giant pandas are very important to RZSS and to the people of Scotland – they also 

remain the most popular animal among visitors to Edinburgh Zoo 

 We have pleasure in presenting a review report of the conservation, research and education 

work carried out by RZSS since receiving the pandas in 2011 

 Yang Guang, the male giant panda, had an operation in 2018 under expert RZSS veterinary 

care to remove both testicles to prevent the spread of testicular cancer. He has recovered 

well 

 RZSS is looking forward to starting discussions in 2020 about our future plans with CWCA 

 The pandas have just moved to their new habitat, which was purpose-built for them by RZSS, 

with support from the Scottish Government.  They are settling in well. (Pre-emptive 

statement, this will happen just before the meeting) 

 RZSS looks forward to inviting CWCA representatives (Minister/Vice Minister?) to an opening 

ceremony in the autumn.   

 We value the advice and support we have had from CWCA colleagues throughout the tenure 

of the giant pandas at Edinburgh Zoo but most especially the recent guidance and support 

we have had in relation to the design of the new habitat.   

 We are very grateful for the dedication of the CWCA teams who have worked closely with 

the RZSS teams, especially those who have travelled to Scotland to help us achieve success 

with our giant pandas.   



 
 
17 April 2019 
 
Nicola Sturgeon MSP 
T4.25 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
 
Dear First Minister, 
 
I am writing to ask for your assistance in resolving a matter of the utmost urgency regarding the 
relocation of the giant pandas at the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland’s Edinburgh Zoo. 
 
The giant pandas are of course symbolic of the good relationship between China and Scotland. 
 
You will be aware that we initially objected to plans to redevelop the former Corstorphine Hospital 
site next to the zoo for high-end apartments as we had concerns that building work close to the giant 
pandas’ current enclosure would severely impact on their health and welfare. The Scottish 
Government recognised this as an issue of national importance and indicated its intention to call in 
the planning application should the City of Edinburgh Council have been minded to grant planning 
permission notwithstanding our objection. 
 
To seek a resolution, we met with Scottish Government, NHS Lothian and the developers Sundial 
Dundas. We did so in good faith as we had no wish to prevent best use being made of a public asset. 
The only viable option which emerged from the discussions was for the giant pandas to be relocated 
to a new enclosure elsewhere within the zoo. Importantly, it was made clear from the outset that any 
agreement to relocate the giant pandas would be at no financial cost to RZSS. It was also made clear 
by Scottish Government and NHS Lothian that the new enclosure would not involve betterment. 
Therefore, the overall approach to the negotiation was that there should be no cost and no benefit to 
RZSS.  
 
All parties were aware of the requirement to reach a solution at great speed. The two driving factors 
were NHS Lothian's objective to complete the sale of the site to Sundial Dundas to realise a capital 
receipt as quickly as possible and Sundial Dundas' objective to commence the development in the 
summer of 2019. Obtaining planning permission and addressing our objection was critical to meeting 
these objectives. 
 
Meeting the timescales of NHS Lothian and Sundial Dundas necessitated the new enclosure being 
completed and the giant pandas being relocated in advance of the breeding season this spring or 
shortly thereafter to ensure any pregnancy would not be jeopardised.    
 
The Scottish Government subsequently agreed to meet the estimated £2.1 million cost of a new 
enclosure, inclusive of a contingency, and we withdrew our objection to the planning application on 
this basis. We understand that the constraint on the development of the former hospital site as a 
result of its proximity to the existing panda enclosure, and the impact of such constraint on the market 
value of the site, had not been appreciated by NHS Lothian when the site was marketed. The Scottish 
Government's willingness to meet the cost of the new enclosure was a belated acknowledgement of 
the constraint and its impact on the true value of the site.  
 
 



 
 
The £2.1 million was based on cost estimates obtained by RZSS which were fully shared with Scottish 
Government, NHS Lothian and Sundial Dundas. The construction contracts which RZSS would enter 
into to deliver the new enclosure were also fully disclosed. The £2.1M was not paid as a lump sum but 
rather was to be released to enable RZSS to meet the payments under the contracts as they fell due.  
If the project had come in below estimate or without using all or part of the contingency then only the 
actual cost would have paid by Scottish Government.  This reflects the non-cost, no benefit nature of 
the agreement reached as described above. 
 
We must emphasise that, in normal circumstances, we would not undertake a build of this scale with 
only an initial estimation of the cost. However, this was necessary as we were faced with an 
exceptionally tight timescale to design and deliver the enclosure. 
 
As work has progressed, we have been made aware of a cost over-run due to factors that could not 
have been foreseen at the time the initial estimate was made and are entirely outside of our control. 
This is predominantly due to additional underground works as a result of adverse ground conditions. 
The need for these works would have been identified and costed at the outset had we not been 
required to progress the build at such a rapid pace to meet the objectives of NHS Lothian and Sundial 
Dundas.  
 
We alerted the Scottish Government at the earliest opportunity to a shortfall in funding of 
approximately £500,000, but as yet no offer of financial assistance to meet this additional cost has 
been received. Upon further enquiry, we were advised to write to your office to help resolve this issue, 
which we are sure you will appreciate was not of our making or choosing. 
 
The giant pandas could have remained in the existing enclosure and we could have simply maintained 
our objection to the planning application, which would most likely have led to planning permission 
being refused. That would have precluded development of the site and prevented NHS Lothian from 
realising a capital receipt. We could also have insisted on full ground condition surveys being 
undertaken and final estimates being produced before agreeing to enter into the arrangements which 
led to the objection being withdrawn. Doing so would have revealed the adverse ground conditions 
and additional costs. Such additional costs would have fallen on Scottish Government under the no 
cost, no benefit basis of negotiations. However, doing so would have made it impossible to the meet 
the spring 2019 relocation date which was necessary to meet the objectives of NHS Lothian and 
Sundial Dundas.   
 
In our view, the costs of realising the sale of a public asset should not fall upon a charity, either in full 
or in part. Our limited funds are needed to carry out vital conservation work here in Scotland and 
around the world. Indeed, we will soon launch a fundraising campaign to help protect a range of 
significantly endangered species which will further enhance our impact and Scotland’s reputation as 
an international leader in conservation. 
 
We are proud of our role in developing closer ties between Scotland, the UK and our partners in China 
and very much aware of the diplomatic sensitivities surrounding the giant pandas. 
 
The new enclosure is due to be completed in May and a delegation from the State Forestry and 
Grassland Administration of China and the China Wildlife Conservation Association will visit Edinburgh 
Zoo on 29 April to inspect progress. While it is expected that the delegation will grant the permission 
required for the giant pandas to be relocated when the enclosure is ready, it will be necessary for us 
to provide reassurance regarding funding to complete the new build. 
 



 
 
It should also be considered that our female giant panda Tian Tian reached peak oestrus on 31 March 
and artificial insemination was undertaken with the permission of the Chinese authorities, meaning 
we are now in the very short window in which she could be relocated. 
 
This matter is therefore urgent and we would be most grateful if you would consider how we can 
continue to move forwards, avoid any diplomatic upset, secure the welfare of Scotland’s iconic giant 
pandas and ensure that this additional financial burden caused by the sale of the former Corstorphine 
Hospital site does not rest upon our charity. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
 
Jeremy A Peat 
Chair of RZSS Trustees 



 

Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are covered 

by the terms of the Lobbying (Scotland) Act 2016.  See www.lobbying.scot 
 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 


  

 

Cabinet Secretary for Environment, Climate Change and 

Land Reform 

Roseanna Cunningham MSP 

 

 

T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 

 

 

Jeremy A Peat OBE FRSE 
Chair of RZSS Trustees 
The Royal Zoological Society of Scotland 
Edinburgh Zoo 
134 Corstorphine Road 
Edinburgh 
EH12 6TS 
 

 

___ 
18 June 2019 
 
Dear Jeremy, 
 
Giant pandas 
 
Thank you for your letter of 21 April to the First Minister about the relocation of the giant 
pandas at the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland’s (RZSS) Edinburgh Zoo.  The First 
Minister has asked me to reply on her behalf. 
 
The First Minister has been aware of the situation from the outset and she was pleased that 
a solution was identified which allowed the giant pandas to be relocated to a new enclosure 
and for NHS Lothian to be able to sell Corstorphine Hospital. As well as assuring the health 
and welfare of the giant pandas, it also allowed the substantial sale proceeds from 
Corstorphine Hospital to be reinvested in local healthcare services.  
 
In terms of the contract which was agreed between Scottish Government, RZSS and the 
property developers, the Scottish Government wanted to avoid an open ended commitment, 
therefore we asked that in return for agreeing a maximum contribution we would be prepared 
to increase the contingency from 10% to 20% of the estimated costs. This meant that the 
maximum contribution was £2,102,936 and that was agreed by all parties which we have 
already provided in full. 
 
I understand that you are now needing to manage cost pressures which were not apparent 
when the contract was signed. While we believe that the Scottish Government has already 
provided a fair and reasonable contribution to the new enclosure and we do not propose to 
provide any further financial funding for this project, we would consider making available a 
low interest loan up to the value of £0.5m,. If you are interested in this offer, please contact 
director.enfor@gov.scot to arrange a meeting to discuss this further. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


 

Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are covered 
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I hope that you are able to resolve this issue quickly and that the pandas can move to their 
new enclosure as soon as possible. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
ROSEANNA CUNNINGHAM  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://www.lobbying.scot/




OFFICIAL: Visit to China: 1-5 July: Minister for Trade, Investment and Innovation 

BRIEFING NOTE: MEETING WITH NATIONAL FORESTRY AND GRASSLAND 
ADMINISTRATION AND CHINA WILDLIFE CONSERVATION ASSOCIATION  

 
Engagement title 

 
 
 

 Environment and Science  

 
Meeting with National Forestry and Grassland 
Administration and China Wildlife Conservation 
Association – Supporting RZSS and Edinburgh 
Zoo’s giant panda conservation project. 
 

Engagement timings  Monday 1 July - 9:30-10:15 
 
45 MINS 
 
Venue: 

国家林业和草原局/中国野生动物保护协会

CWCA：和平里东街18号 

 
Organisation 

 
 
 

  
National Forestry and Grassland Administration  
China Wildlife Conservation Association 

Background/Purpose 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 Objectives 

 
To support highlight RZSS and Edinburgh Zoo’s 
partnership with the CWCA and promote the 
positive support contribution of the SG’s and 
Zoo’s actions to support conservation in China. 
 
[redacted] 
 
The Minister will present a synopsis report to the 
Chinese Authorities on behalf of the ZooRZSS.  
 
The report will be a synopsis of the significant 
research, conservation and education work 
relating to giant panda biology and ecology, that 
the Royal Zoological Society of Scotland has 
carried out since receiving the giant pandas in 
2011.  It will summarise the exemplary 
husbandry and care that has been tendered to 
the pandas including the recent life-saving 
surgery on the male, Yang Guang. 
 
Furthermore, it will outline the important cultural 
connection the people of Scotland have 
developed with the biodiversity of China, which 
has been catalysed through RZSS hosting the 
giant pandas, Tian Tian and Yang Guang, who 
have become a notable part of Edinburgh life. 



OFFICIAL: Visit to China: 1-5 July: Minister for Trade, Investment and Innovation 

 
[redacted]    
 
Deliverables 

 
Delivery of Synopsis Report – a starting point for 
discussions on the future of Giant Pandas at 
Edinburgh Zoo. 
 
Media releases (possibly social and press??) to 
deliver greater profile of the conservation and 
education work of the zoo, the support of SG in 
China and in Scotland and the relationships 
continuing to build with key partners in China. 
 
 

Likely themes 

 
 
 
 

 Conservation and education – reflecting on the 

success (with challenges) of the Giant Panda 
Project in Scotland and the continued efforts 
and insight generated by the RZSS. 
 
Continuing Relationship – adding support to 

RZSS efforts to open discussions on the future of 
the project at Edinburgh Zoo. 
 

Meeting attendees/ 
Greeting party 

 

  
National Forestry and Grassland Administration 
- Mr XIE Chunhua, Division Director for the 
Department of International Cooperation 
 
I am unsure who the most senior person is at 
CWCA but hopefully you can find that out? 
 
 

Supplementary information 

 
 
 

  
The presence of the giant pandas at Edinburgh 
Zoo has led to an estimated £28m boost to the 
Edinburgh economy over 10 years1.  
 

Twitter handles of main 
representatives, organisations 
and suggested tweet cleared 
by comms 

 
 

 Barbara – keen to link up as appropriate to 
promote this meeting back in Scotland… happy 
to work with your team on preparing this. 

Official support 

 
 

 Martin McDermott – Scottish Government 
Offcie, China 

                                            
1 Tourism economic impact assessment of the UK Giant Panda Project – Scottish Enterprise, 2012 

Commented [CM1]: I think this needs some work to 
confirm who will meet the Minister.  I don’t think I am 
best placed to confirm 

Commented [CM2]: Yes our comms team will be 
happy to work in partnership on this 
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RZSS Staff 
Member  

Role  Biography 

Mrs Barbara Smith  CEO of the Royal 
Zoological Society 
Scotland  

Barbara was appointed CEO of RZSS in October 2016 following a career in the leadership of visitor attractions 
and zoo-based conservation organisations. As CEO Barbara is responsible for the development and delivery of 
the Society’s charitable objectives as a conservation focussed organisation which must be commercially sound 
and successful.  
 
Among other things Barbara directs the opportunities for science-based conservation partnerships, innovative 
methods of public engagement and the implementation of best practice in animal care. This includes 
overseeing ongoing relationships with stakeholders and Chinese colleagues in relation to giant panda 
conservation and management.  
 
Barbara has a wealth of experience in the tourist attraction sector, enjoying 10 years at Edinburgh Castle and 
holding the position of Managing Director at Chester Zoo prior to joining the RZSS as Managing Director. 
 

Mr Jeremy Peat  Chair of the Board Jeremy is Vice Chair of the Royal Society of Edinburgh's Business Innovation Forum, a 'Herald' columnist and 
Visiting Professor at the University of Strathclyde’s International Public Policy Institute. Previously he was a 
Board member of Scottish Enterprise (2011-2017); a member of the Competition Commission/Competition 
and Markets Authority (2005-2016); Director of the David Hume Institute (2005-2014); Governor and then 
Trustee for Scotland on the board of the BBC (2005-2011); Senior Economic Adviser at the Scottish Office from 
1985 to 1993; and Group Chief Economist at RBS from 1993 to 2005.   
 
His life-long interest in animals was further stimulated by living in Botswana for three and a half years in the 
early 1980s and sustained by subsequent safari holidays in the amazing Okavango Delta and elsewhere. 
 

Dr Charlotte 
MacDonald  

Director of 
Conservation and 
Living Collections  

Responsible for delivering the strategic direction for Conservation, Research and Science, Living Collections, 
Veterinary Services and Discovery and Learning, drawing together the varying functions of the different teams 
to meet the Society’s charitable aims and objectives. Charlotte has worked in zoos for almost 30 years, most 
recently as Director of Life Sciences at Twycross Zoo, prior to taking up her post at RZSS. 
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Official Panda Enclosure Opening  – 19th September 2019 

RZSS Edinburgh Zoo  

Visiting Delegation Composition:   

(1) Mr Chunliang LI, vice administrator of China National Forestry and Grassland Administration (NFGA);   

(2) Mdm Guangcui DAI, deputy director general, Department of International Cooperation, NFGA;   

(3) Mr Kewen XIANG, director general, Chengdu Commissioner Office, NFGA;   

(4) Mr Yongchen TIAN, deputy director general, National Park Management Office, NFGA;   

(5) Ms Wangxin XIAO, division director, Department of International Cooperation, NFGA;   

(6) Mr Fang XIAO, vice director, General Office, NFGA;  

(7) Mr Zhizhong ZHANG, deputy director general, Department of Wildlife Conservation, NFGA & deputy director general, China Conservation and 

Research Center for Giant Panda (CCRCGP);  

(8) Ms Ping SI, director, Division of International Cooperation, China Wildlife Conservation Association (CWCA);  (9) Mr Desheng LI, director, 

Division of Party and Policy, CCRCGP.  

(10)  Zhaoyuan Li, Special Advisor on Chinese Affairs.   

Edinburgh Zoo Hosts:   

(1) Jeremy Peat, Chairman of RZSS  

(2) George Brechin, Vice Chair of RZSS  

(3) Barbara Smith, Chief Executive Officer RZSS  

(4) Dr Charlotte Macdonald, Director of Conservation and Living Collections  

(5) Darren McGarry, Head of Living Collections  

(6) Ian Marchant, President of RZSS  

  
  
  
  

Programme:    
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Date & Time  Activity  
  

Location  Responsible/involved  

14:15  Arrival at Edinburgh Zoo – entry via Vehicle Gate off Corstorphine road 
and drive to Mansion House Car Park.   
  

Please be aware that Zoo will be open to the general public and vehicle 
speed should not exceed 10mph.  
  

Vehicle Gate – Mansion 

House   

Edinburgh Zoo Visitor Experience 
Team – Jess Wise.   
  

14:20  Barbara Smith will greet Roseanna Cunningham, Cabinet Secretary for 
Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform and introduce key 
members of the visiting Chinese Delegation.  
  

The group will then be driven, in Zoo vehicles, to the Panda Enclosure for 
a behind the scenes tour by Darren McGarry (Head of Living Collections)  
  

  

Mansion House – Panda 

enclosure   

Visiting Delegation  

Roseanna Cunningham, Cabinet 
Secretary for Environment, Climate 
Change and Land Reform.  
[redacted] – Scottish  

Government Representative  

[redacted] – Scottish Government  

Representative   

Chairman Jeremy Peat  

Vice Chair George Brechin   

Barbara Smith   

Dr Charlotte Macdonald   

Consul General Ma  

Translators ( x2)   

14:20 – 15:00  

  

Tour of Panda enclosure led by Darren McGarry.  

  

Panda enclosure.  Visiting Delegation   

Roseanna Cunningham   
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 Jeremy Peat  

Barbara Smith   

Charlotte MacDonald  

[redacted]  

Translators (x2)   

Scot. Gov. Team (x3)  

Consul General Ma (x?)  

  

15:00 – 15:15   

  

Welcome speech delivered by Barbara Smith.   

  

Ribbon Cutting ceremony. Mr Chunliang LI, vice administrator of China  

National Forestry and Grassland Administration and Roseanna 
Cunningham, Cabinet Secretary for the Environment, Climate Change and 
Land Reform.    
  

Suggested ribbon cutting remarks: “We are delighted to declare the new 
giant panda enclosure at Edinburgh Zoo open!”  
  

Panda enclosure  Barbara Smith  

Mr Chunliang LI, Roseanna  

Cunningham  

15:15   

  

Cabinet Secretary and team– Driven to Mansion House car park, return 

to car and exits via vehicle Gate.   

Panda enclosure – MH 

carpark – Vehicle Gate   

Roseanna Cunningham & team (x3)  

  

Dress  
Smart casual: outdoor footwear and clothing recommended.     

Photography  
Edinburgh Zoo photographer will be onsite to capture images of the opening event.  
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