
CONSERVATION 



Increased human traffic to the islands brought an increase in 

challenges, both on land and sea.

In 1934, Ecuadorean Executive Decree 607 was adopted, 

protecting key species, regulating collections, and controlling 

visiting yachts.

In 1936, a US Tariff Act and Customs Order backed this law 

by mandating confiscation of all Galapagos fauna taken in 

violation of Ecuadorian law.  This same year, through 

Supreme Decree 31, the Ecuadorian government declared the 

Galapagos Islands a national reserve.



On June 15, 1959, the Ecuadorian government passed a new 

law making all of the Galapagos Islands a national park, 

except for those areas owned by existing colonists.

On July 23, 1959, the Charles Darwin Foundation for the 

Galapagos Islands was established.



In 1960, the Charles Darwin Research Station opened.



In 1968, the Galapagos National Park Service was established.

In 1969, the borders of the National Park were established, 

leaving about three percent of the land area in the hands of 

colonists.



One of the Station and Park’s success stories has involved the 

Espanola tortoise.  When captive breeding programs began, 

only two males and 10 females were known from the island.  

Later, a third male was returned from the San Diego Zoo.  



Since then, 2000 have been successfully raised and returned to 

Espanola. 



Captive breeding has also benefited land iguanas, with many 

being repatriated to Santa Cruz and Isabela.

More recently, in 1991, 35 land iguanas were placed on Baltra

after an absence of more than 40 years.



As more and more humans arrived in the islands, they 

introduced (intentionally or accidentally) a wide range of 

plants, animals, and other organisms.  The effects have been 

devastating, since these introduced species often can 

outcompete the indigenous members of the Galapagos flora 

and fauna, or cause other types of harm.  



Dogs feed on tortoises, land and marine iguanas, and penguins, 

among other animals.  In the 1970s, a pack of feral dogs killed 

over 500 land iguanas on Santa Cruz.  Attempts to control 

these feral dogs have included shooting, poisoning, and 

sterilizing them.

Cats have also proven to be a nuisance, although perhaps not 

as much as dogs.  Although they feed on the introduced black 

rat (good thing), they also feed on native birds, crabs, and lava 

lizards, and iguanas (bad thing). 



Burros can cause damage by competing with native Galapagos 

animals for plants and water, as well as by smashing eggs with 

their hooves.  In the 1980s, Lynn Fowler studied competition 

between burros (500-700) and giant tortoises on Volcan Alcedo 

(Isabela).



Pigs have caused major problems on some of the islands as 

well, primarily Santa Cruz and Santiago.  In the 1980s, it was 

estimated that there were 2,000-3,000 pigs on Santiago.  

Negative effects include destroying vegetation, digging up 

tortoise and turtle eggs, and preying on young birds and 

tortoises.

Recently, the last pig on Santiago was killed, which was a cause 

for celebration.  For the National Park, not the pigs!



Wild cattle and horses, when in large numbers can cause quite 

a bit of trouble.  This is especially true on Isabela, where there 

are thousands of feral cattle.  They feed on native vegetation, 

trample native vegetation, and can spread introduced plants. 



Black rats are thought to have caused the extinction of the 

endemic rice rats on four islands in the archipelago.  They also 

kill young tortoises and nesting black-rumped petrels.  Studies 

indicate that for years, they have been killing every tortoise 

hatchling on Pinzon.  Efforts are being made to eradicate these 

rats from this island and elsewhere.



Insects can also prove to cause major problems.  The little, red 

fire ant (Wasmannia auropunctata) is known from five islands, 

where it competes with indigenous insects.  The yellow paper 

wasp (Polistes versicolor) was introduced fairly recently, and 

has now spread to many islands where it probably competes 

with native wasps, and perhaps the endemic carpenter bee.



Perhaps, the worst insect pest is Philornis downsi, a species of 

fly accidentally introduced into the archipelago in the 1990s. 

Adult flies feed on fruit.  However, they lay their eggs in bird 

nests, and the eggs hatch into larvae that make their home 

their.  At night, the larvae feed on the blood and flesh of 

developing nestlings.  It is threatening the mangrove and 

medium ground finches.



Cottony Cushion Scale 

(Icerya purchase)

First biological control program (Rodolia cardinalis)



Without doubt, goats have caused the most harm to the 

indigenous plants of the archipelago.  Their main effect is in 

destroying the vegetation through eating it and trampling it, 

which makes for less food for other organisms, especially giant 

tortoises.  They also cause soil erosion by eating the plants 

down to the ground level.



It has been suggested that the 38,000 goats killed on Pinta

Island between 1971-1975 may have come from three goats 

that were introduce only 14 years earlier!



Exotic plants have an enormous negative impact on the 

endemic and native plants in the archipelago.  In fact, 65% of 

the endemic plants are threatened (International Union for 

Conservation of Nature).





Lantana camara (curse of India)



Pennisetum purpureum (elephant grass)



Rubus niveus (hill raspberry)



Cinchona pubescens (quinine tree)



Status of Endemic Plants

10% - Critically Endangered, 15% - Endangered

40% - Vulnerable

Reasons for Hope:

quarantine in place (airports)

control of exotic plants (quinine) and animals (goats and pigs)

new populations discovered (Galapagos flax)

new attitudes (conservation classes, native plant gardens)


