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INTRODUCTION
Putting together a book like this takes an amazing amount of time and a
lot of help from other people. I spent fifteen years with Galápagos as my
home; I thought I knew them pretty well, but in writing and researching
this book I have found out how little I really knew and how much we still
have to learn about the biology of the Galápagos ecosystem.
I arrived in Galápagos 129 years after Charles Darwin. I came by sea, on
a small sailing vessel with the same name, Beagle, and our landfall, San
Cristóbal, was the same. Thereafter our experiences were very different,
but what is amazing about Galápagos, what impressed Charles Darwin,
is still there to amaze and impress the visitor of the 21st century. While
much has changed, much was the same for me in 1964 as it was for
Darwin in 1835 and is the same for the visitor today. But it is only the
same because of a lot of hard work and effort by the people of Galápagos,
the Ecuadorian authorities, the Galápagos National Park Service and the
Charles Darwin Foundation and many more.
As we seek to preserve the unique Galápagos ecosystem, we are faced
with two main problems: alien species and ourselves. Obvious alien species are the feral goats that devastated Santiago and Northern Isabela.
Less obvious are the fire ants Wasmannia auropunctata and Quinine
tree Cinchona succirubra, and an untold number of other invasive invertebrate and plant species that threaten to destroy this fragile ecosystem
while our backs are turned.
The Galápagos National Park and the Charles Darwin Foundation have
had considerable success in ridding the islands of introduced mammals:
goats, donkeys, pigs, cattle, dogs and to a lesser extent, cats; these are the
‘easy’ species to eradicate. In 2000 the number of introduced plants was
around 550, similar to the number of native species; they now number more
than 720. No one really knows how many introduced invertebrates there are:
we know of at least 460 introduced insect species, six of which are invasive
and a threat to the ecosystem. The task is huge, we need funding for a serious
programme of control and eradication of invasive species and education and
effective controls to stop the importation of new alien species.
The other problem is ‘us’: we are the most invasive and destructive creature of all. The population of Galápagos, while officially just over 25,000,
is probably approaching 40,000 and still growing. The Galápagos National Park has had to release small amounts of land to allow for this rapid
population growth. It is not just the size of the population that is cause
for concern, but their economic activities. Often the problem is caused by
businesses based in Ecuador or elsewhere who are just looking to make
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money out of Galápagos, with little thought
for the wildlife or the people who live there.
Fishing has been a serious problem in the
past, but is less so now because the fishermen
have used up so much of the resource that
it is a less attractive economic activity than
it was previously. The new problem is tourism, not the economically sustainable variety
that uses smaller boats owned and crewed by
local people, but the ever increasing number
of larger boats owned and crewed by people
from outside Galápagos and which bring relatively little benefit to the islands, but take a
lot out of them. While the threat of very large,
500 passenger or more, cruise ships has
been removed, the threat of Galápagos being
opened to mass tourism is ever present. The
key for the islands must be ‘sustainability’ and the tourism industry itself
must fight to ensure that it remains sustainable.
The key to the future of the Galápagos, both as a natural laboratory
for the study of evolution and as the world’s most amazing zoo, is how
we deal with these two ‘problems’. Clearly the only answer to invasive
species is their control or preferably eradication. Population growth and
economic activity is far more difficult. If we put our heads in the sand
and ignore it, then it will surely make the conservation of the ecosystem
academic. If however we stop seeing the people as the problem, and
look on them as the solution, then we have a chance of succeeding. If we
can help the people of Galápagos to appreciate fully the importance of
conservation and their environment, of not importing alien species, of
developing economically sustainable businesses that directly benefit the
local people, then we will have a chance to save this remarkable, inspiring and thought-provoking group of islands.
What, you may ask, is such an ‘appeal’ doing in the introduction to a
guide to the animals and plants of the Galápagos? Quite simply this; it is
only by understanding the issues that you can fully appreciate the importance and value of Galápagos. I hope that by using this guide to help to
identify the plants and animals of Galápagos you will come to appreciate
ever more deeply the amazing nature of the biology of the islands, their
significance and the importance of preserving them.
One of the attractions of the Galápagos for the novice is that there are
relatively few species; this makes identification a great deal easier. Iguanas are very straightforward; the black ones are Marine, the yellow ones
are Land, and if it’s pink, then you must be on Volcán Wolf! Lava lizards
and tortoises vary according to the island they are on, as do Scalesia
and cacti. Darwin’s finches are probably the trickiest, especially as they
vary so much and even cross-breed at times. This book is not just about
identification, it is about the animals and plants themselves, why they
are interesting or important. Take a closer look at your surroundings,
understand it a little better, look after it a lot better and your children
and grandchildren will be able to visit these wonderful islands and see
and appreciate what you have seen, what I first saw in 1964 and what
Charles Darwin saw back in 1835.
Julian Fitter, Maketu, New Zealand, September 2015
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