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The return of panda diplomacy: what it
suggests about China-US relations
Beijing resumes lending bears to US zoos in a soft-power bid to
improve ties with Washington

United States, intended to ... penalise the increasingly strident
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pleased that the US capital may see giant pandas return after its last pair was called

back to China days before the November summit between Chinese President Xi

Jinping and US President Joe Biden.

-year-

would be delighted when he found out.

Forget celebrity missions, embassy-hosted parties or other attempts at warming

American hearts. Last week, Beijing played its ace card in its bid to rekindle US-

China people-to-people relations with the announcement that it was putting its black-

and-white diplomats on the job even as some wonder how effective they will be.

News that Beijing would be shipping pandas to the San Diego Zoo in California as

early as August, after calling an earlier pair home in 2019, went viral on US media,

cheering millions of panda fans.
Washington National Zo -China ties

Behind the warm, fuzzy imagery, however, are some careful Chinese calculations on

diplomacy for centuries to ingratiate itself, reward friends and punish adversaries.

country with a proven record of effectiveness in softening its image and developing

foreign constituencies for cordi

who interpreted for then-president Richard Nixon during his historic 1972 Beijing trip

to meet Mao Zedong.

elsewhere was a pot

Shipping female Mei Xiang, 25, male Tian Tian, 26, and three-year-old cub Xiao Qi Ji

back from Washington last November when their leases expired foreign zoos are

charged up to US$1 million annually to borrow them let China demonstrate its



displeasure after the US shot down a Chinese surveillance balloon that had sailed

across North America.
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Many in China felt the action was an excessive show of force and an embarrassment,

sending ties into a tailspin.

Pandas coming back to US as for
22 Feb 2024

intended to reciprocate and penalise the increasingly strident hostility of American

when the inaugural Washington pandas, female Ling-Ling and male Hsing-Hsing,

arrived in April 1972 in return for a pair of American musk oxen.

US headl

positive imagery for bilateral relations that have cratered.

-to-people

connections. For many Americans especially children seeing the pandas in person

managing director of the Asia Society Policy Institute.

i Jinping at

his word that he sees people-to-people connections as an important stabilising element



in the US-China relationship and is responding to feedback from Americans that

Panda diplomacy is probably the best soft-power instrument
China has at its disposal
Ethan Paul, Quincy Institute

Analysts said the news

rhyme underscored the value China places on relations with the West.

it invaded Ukraine in 2022.

Eurasia Group consultancy.

-free travel arrangements with

multiple countries in Europe, in a sign that Beijing will lean more on cultural and

people-to-

Singaporeans bid farewell to China-bound panda cub Le Le
14 Dec 2023

While it is unclear how directly tied panda decision-making was to the Biden-Xi

summit in November, their return suggests that US-China relations remain on a

reasonably stable trajectory three months later, notwithstanding irritants, Chan added.



Those incl election visit to Taipei by

the US House select committee on China and mid- drowning of two

Tobin and her son Charlie, who live opposite the National Zoo, now walk past the

empty panda cage on their visits. But she plans to keep their possible return from her

son.

Madrid Mayor Jose Luis Martinez-Almeida (centre) and Chinese Ambassador to

Spain Yao Jing (right) at the farewell party on Friday for the five pandas set to depart

the city zoo and return to Chengdu at the end of the month. Photo: Xinhua



China, she added, echoing analysts who say their reappearance is not likely to move

the public opinion needle significantly.

Some 83 per cent of Americans expressed an unfavourable view of China in a March

2023 Pew Research poll, a record high and 38 percentage points more than 2018

levels.

A Chicago Council of Global Affairs survey taken in September found that 46 per

cent of respondents believed US leaders needed to do more to strengthen competition,

-led system and human

rights policies.

t soft-power instrument China has at its

- -fisted

fellow at the Quincy Institute.

-

long. Ultimately, for any detente to have real teeth and staying power, both sides must

to see them only pandas return to China after 12 years
5 Dec 2023

Among those compromises, Paul added, would be progress on: escalating military

competition in the Asia-Pacific; economic sanctions; tech rivalry; and rising tension

over Taiwan.



between China and the US will further enrich scientific research in protecting giant

panda and other endangered species, and forge closer bo

Liu Pengyu, spokesman for the Chinese embassy in Washington, said.

San Diego was chosen as the first venue for new US pandas, analysts said, in part to

signal appreciation for policies in California, an American state with GDP of US$3.89

oreclose an improvement in relations with the United

China, the reinstatement of panda exchanges is a strategic move to preserve the

possibility of fri

-received visit to Beijing

weeks before the summit and his explicit comments that he did not envision US-China

relations as a zero-sum game.

Nor did it hurt that Newsom appears to have presidential aspirations and could be a

useful contact in the future.

Xi Jinping and Gavin Newsom strike positive tone on US-China climate cooperation
25 Oct 2023



early partner in panda conservation and is credited with providing good care for them

amid online Chinese criticism that some of its bears were mistreated at the zoo in

Memphis, Tennessee.

n to call back pandas shortly before the November

summit a potential hedge should it founder was mishandled.

-Xi summit was a missed

was to calm relations,

and announcing renewal of the panda agreement was an obvious way to further that

consultancy.

-China relations will see the

-and-sour Chinese

playbook for managing relationships by alternatively charming and threatening

Sourabh Gupta, senior fellow at the Institute for China-America Studies in

Washington pair until after the November US presidential election, a likely showdown

between Biden and former president Donald Trump.



Panda-themed bubble wands at a gift shop of the San Diego Zoo in California. Photo:

Xinhua

Others said that pandas could become a pointed political signal if China decides to

retrieve them prematurely under a second Trump administration.

recorded case of panda diplomacy occurred in 685 AD when two live bears and

dozens of pelts were dispatched to imperial Japan.

Panda exports have dovetailed with major trade deals, diplomatic initiatives and

foreign statements on Tibet or Taiwan that Beijing views favourably, said researcher



West; following the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown as it tried to burnish its reputation;

As tourists Kim Gray, a teacher, and her 11-year-old son Harrison, emerged from

eading for the National Zoo, they greeted

the news of more US pandas enthusiastically.

As residents of Atlanta in the state of Georgia, they live in the only remaining US city

that has pandas, which are scheduled to return to China this year. The Grays hope

their zoo can extend its panda lease and are pleased that others can also enjoy the

beloved bears.


