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ASHEBORO, N.C. — The North Carolina Zoo welcomes its newest resident, a 1,000-pound male
polar bear, as part of its breeding efforts. The Zoo is hopeful the addition to the polar bear family will
result in new offspring. 

Payton, 17, is being relocated from the Memphis Zoo in Tennessee on the recommendation of the
Association of Zoos and Aquariums’ (AZA) Species Survival Plan (SSP). 

After Payton gets a clean bill of health from veterinarians, he will be introduced to Anana, the Zoo’s
female polar bear. The polar bear breeding season typically lasts from February to April. 

Payton is replacing Nikita, the Zoo's male polar bear who arrived in 2016 but did not produce a cub
with Anana after five breeding seasons. Nikita, 15, will be moved to Utah's Hogle Zoo in Salt Lake
City. The AZA uses a science-based approach to matching bears under human care in an attempt to
foster more cub births. In 2008, the polar bear became the first species to be listed under the
Endangered Species Act as threatened primarily due to climate change. 

Currently, Payton is settling into his new quarters at the Zoo and is scheduled to meet Anana the
second week of February – right around Valentine's Day. Anana, 22, was born at the Seneca Park
Zoo in Rochester, NY, and arrived at the North Carolina Zoo in September 2014. 

“Polar bear populations are declining, and zoos have a significant role in protecting the future of this
vulnerable species," said Jennifer Ireland, curator of mammals for the North Carolina Zoo. “When
people see and learn more about polar bears and the effects of climate change in the Arctic, it brings
awareness of their plight in the wild."

Payton, named after Walter Payton – the late running back for the Chicago Bears NFL team – was
born Nov. 8, 2003, at the Brookfield Zoo in Chicago. Payton moved to the Memphis Zoo in 2006 as a
mate for Haley. That pair also did not produce a cub.

“Seeing Payton leave is bittersweet. He has been a part of our lives at Memphis Zoo for the last 15
years,” said Amanda Moses, communications specialist for the Memphis Zoo. “He is special to
Memphis Zoo, and to the keepers and researchers who have worked with him. Moving Payton was
not only the best option for him, but also for the repopulation of the polar bear species.”  

His arrival at the North Carolina Zoo also marks a reunion for Payton and North Carolina zookeeper
Karen Warda. She was one of Payton's keepers at the Memphis Zoo from 2009 to 2016. Warda will
be Payton’s primary keeper for the first two weeks as he gets acclimated to his new digs. 

Polar bears, which are native to North America, are listed as vulnerable on the International Union for
Conservation of Nature Red List of Threatened Species. There are an estimated 22,000-31,000 in the
wild and polar bear numbers are projected to decline by 30% by 2050 .

Polar bears are at the top of the food chain, or the apex predator, in the Arctic. The only threats to
polar bears are humans, other polar bears and climate change as the species struggles to survive.

https://www.iucn.org/content/new-assessment-highlights-climate-change-most-serious-threat-polar-bear-survival-iucn-red


Polar bears are dependent on the sea ice, which is hunting grounds for their primary prey – seals.
With less sea ice each season, polar bears are left with a shortened hunting season and less food for
survival. 

Adult males typically weigh anywhere from 775 to more than 1,300 pounds. Adult females are
smaller, 330 to 650 pounds.

In the wild, polar bears live an average of 15 to 18 years, although biologists have tagged a few
bears in their early 30s. Under human care, bears can reach their mid-30s. 

The North Carolina Zoo is among an elite group of 40 zoos, aquariums, and museums that are Arctic
Ambassador Centers (AAC) through a partnership with Polar Bears International (PBI). PBI is the
leading polar bear conservation group in the world that works to conserve polar bears 

About the North Carolina Zoo:
At the North Carolina Zoo, we celebrate nature. As the world's largest natural habitat Zoo, we inspire
a lifelong curiosity about animals for the hundreds of thousands of people who visit our Zoo each
year. Our dedicated team of experts provides exceptional, compassionate care for the more than
1,800 animals and 52,000 plants that call our Park home. We also lead efforts locally and globally to
protect wildlife and wild places because we believe nature's diversity is critical for our collective
future. The North Carolina Zoo invites all of our guests to witness the majesty of the wild in the heart
of North Carolina and welcomes everyone to join in our mission to protect nature's diversity.
Visit NCZoo.org to begin your life-changing journey.

About the N.C. Department of Natural and Cultural Resources:
The N.C. Department of Natural and Cultural Resources (NCDNCR) is the state agency with a vision
to be the leader in using the state's natural and cultural resources to build the social, cultural,
educational, and economic future of North Carolina. NCDNCR's mission is to improve the quality of
life in our state by creating opportunities to experience excellence in the arts, history, libraries and
nature in North Carolina by stimulating learning, inspiring creativity, preserving the state's history,
conserving the state's natural heritage, encouraging recreation and cultural tourism, and promoting
economic development. 

NCDNCR includes 27 historic sites, seven history museums, two art museums, two science
museums, three aquariums and Jennette's Pier, 39 state parks and recreation areas, the North
Carolina Zoo, the nation's first state-supported Symphony Orchestra, the State Library, the State
Archives, the N.C. Arts Council, State Preservation Office, and the Office of State Archaeology, along
with the Division of Land and Water Stewardship. For more information, please call 919- 807-7300 or
visit www.ncdcr.gov.
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