
been deposited. No one foresaw that it would change how scientists 
and others see the world, and reintroduce catastrophism to the Earth 
sciences. Explanations that ignore the once-canonical principles of 
uniformitarianism — the gradualist paradigm in which the present 
is the key to the past — are now rife in studies of the history of Earth. 
A sense of Earth’s abiding connection to the cosmos beyond is now 
more widely felt in the scientific community. 

More broadly, the idea that Earth might be subject to such insult 
again at some time in the future has become a topic for box-office 
blockbusters and for sensible research and policy-making. The 
various surveys that were set in motion in the 1990s have reduced 
by almost an order of magnitude the risk of collision with a previ-
ously undiscovered asteroid that could drastically affect the global 
environment. 

Against the background of these sweeping ideas, it is good to pause 
and take stock of the fact that there is still room for detail — indeed, 
for details that would have been scarcely imaginable when the first 
paper on the K/T impact was published in 1980 (L. W. Alvarez et al. 
Science 208, 1095–1108; 1980). Geologists are now seriously pro-
posing that they might be able to date the events of 65 million years 

ago to within 25,000 years — which is to say by better than 1 part in 
2,500 (see page 20). Meanwhile, astronomers are saying with about 
90% confidence that the asteroid that struck Earth on that darkest of 
days was a sibling of the asteroid Baptistina. Both seem to have been 
chips off a larger block that was 
destroyed 160 million years ago in 
a catastrophe of its own (see pages 
30 and 48). 

When the idea of an impact was 
first mooted, the notion of fleshing 
out the story to this degree of elaboration — with the impact site 
characterized, the timing set to extraordinary accuracy, and even 
the source of the utterly destroyed impactor narrowed down to a 
particular parent — was all but unthinkable. 

The ability of diverse sciences to collectively provide a coherent 
story about a time so distant is the sort of triumph that enthusiasts for 
interdisciplinary approaches should single out for praise and emula-
tion. They should also celebrate the scientific pursuit of ever finer 
detail. After all, this Earth-shattering narrative began with just such 
attention to a centimetre-thin stratum. ■

A question of breeding
China needs to rethink its approach to conservation 
if it wants to protect its endangered tigers.

Hengdaohezi in China’s Heilongjiang province is home to the 
largest tiger-breeding facility in the world. Portraying itself 
as a centre for conservation research, it says its primary goal 

is to breed and save the endangered Siberian tiger. Unfortunately, 
the centre seems mainly to be a spectacle for tourists. And there 
are disturbing signs that it may soon begin to defy international 
conservation rules, by farming tiger body parts for medicinal use 
(see page 16).

The facility is breeding at least 100 tigers a year but, by taking no 
note of which animals breed with each other, it may be diluting the 
genetic stocks of the captive cats indiscriminately. Staff at the centre 
seem unclear on how to promote conservation, stating a desire, for 
example, to reintroduce the tigers into the wild without planning the 
measures that would be needed to enable them to survive. 

Reliable information about the facility’s plans for its 700 animals 
is hard to come by. Park officials have denied broad proclamations 
by government officials of plans to release some 600 tigers into the 
wild ahead of next year’s Beijing Olympics. If this plan went ahead, it 
would almost certainly fail, exposing animals that have grown accus-
tomed to human attention to the mercy of their wild counterparts, 
possibly with fatal results. 

The pattern at the Hengdaohezi facility is, unfortunately, typical of 
animal conservation efforts in China. Despite recent improvements 
in its breeding strategy, the Wolong Giant Panda Research Center in 
Sichuan province, for example, has not been sufficiently open about 
incidents such as the death of Xiang Xiang, a panda released into the 
wild last year.

The outlook for the tigers at Hengdaohezi is also coloured by 
officials at the State Forestry Administration and elsewhere saying 
that China plans to reopen trade in tiger body parts for use in tradi-
tional Chinese medicine. Indeed, farming the tigers for this use was 
the initial purpose of the Hengdaohezi centre when the government 
opened it in 1986. It is only thanks to a ban enacted in 1993 in com-
pliance with the Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora that the facility switched to tourism 
and conservation research. 

It is easy, of course, for outsiders to criticize such practices without 
acknowledging that nations have more things to think about than 
animal conservation. And some observers have voiced support for 
the proposed trade in tiger parts, saying that it could allow local peo-
ple to make a living, while potentially relieving poaching pressure on 
the wild tiger population.

But most conservationists have condemned any repeal of the ban 
on the tiger trade. Even if, as proponents suggest, a legal trade did 
reduce the price of body parts, prices would remain high enough to 
encourage poaching. Conferring 
legal status on the trade would, in 
the end, increase trading volumes 
and put more pressure on the wild 
population. 

At the Hengdaohezi conservation 
facility, meanwhile, poor breeding 
management and detachment from the international conservation 
community has produced a group of docile animals that would stand 
little chance of survival in the wild. 

Breeding and conservation are two very different things. If China is 
serious about conserving Siberian tigers, or other endangered species, 
it should concentrate more on the conservation of natural habitats, 
together with the careful monitoring of animal health, and less on 
the rapid breeding of animals in confinement. ■

“Giving legal status to 
the trade in tiger body 
parts would put more 
pressure on the wild 
population.”

“It is good to pause and 
take stock of the fact 
that there is still room 
for detail.”
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