
 
Galapagos Islands Ecology Program 

2012 Season Summary 

EPI’s 2012 Galapagos Islands Ecology Program took place from March 12th to July 29th, 2012. With the support of current and new partners, 
EPI grew significantly in 2012 compared to 2011.  Excellent local and US recruitment plus the addition of new projects (see below) accounted 
for a 38% increase in local participants and a 16% increase in participant days.  Under the supervision of instructors and park rangers, students 
worked on the following projects:  

Tortoise monitoring in National Park – In 2012 we continued the 
adult tortoise monitoring project in conjunction with the Galapagos 
National Park (GNP).  Populations of giant tortoises are threatened 
by invasive species such as goats, rats, pigs and ants, in addition to 
plants that out-compete native vegetation critical for tortoise survival. 
In order to protect tortoises and carry out their conservation 
programs, the GNP needs information on tortoises in the wild. 
Students collected data that allow the GNP to better understand the 
status of tortoise populations and their distribution.  This data helps 
determine if a population is threatened and if immediate 
management action is required. In this project, students monitored 
124 tortoises and tagged 60. 

 
 

Breeding Center - As a strategy to protect threatened populations of giant 
tortoises, the GNP maintains a captive juvenile tortoise breeding program. 
Students supported this work, taking growth data of tortoises in the Breeding 
Center of Santa Cruz Island and helping clean pens and feeding the 
tortoises. In 2012 EPI students measured 802 tortoises from Española, 
Pinzon and Santiago Islands over the course of 14 days of data collection.  

Invasive Species Eradication - Blackberry is an invasive plant species in 
Galapagos, and has invaded the agricultural area and vast tracts of the 
Galapagos National Park, threatening the habitat of native and endemic 
plants critical to the survival of animal species native to the Galapagos. 
Students helped park rangers to eradicate blackberry in sensitive areas like 
Los Gemelos on Santa Cruz Island. In 2012 a total area of 21,688.97 m2 

blackberry was 
eradicated during 
14 days of work in 
the field.  

Seed Dispersal - Galapagos Giant Tortoises are playing an important role as 
seed dispersers and plant dispersal agents. They are dispersing seeds from 
many species that are native to Galapagos Islands, but also non-native and 
invasive plant species, some of which are considered to be ecological pests. In 

2012 we initiated a new Galapagos 
Giant Tortoise Ecology Project in 
conjunction with Steven Blake a 
senior scientist who has been 
working on the Galapagos Giant 
Tortoise Ecology since 2009 with the 
Max Plank Foundation. Local 
students helped Steven Blake’s project by analyzing tortoise dung, identifying and counting all 
the seeds in a sample of dung piles from El Chato Reserve on Santa Cruz Island, and using a 
GPS to find out how far tortoise are moving seeds, which may be important for the colonization 
and survival of numerous plant species. Students recorded 6,270 seeds during 14 days of field 
work.  

Students look for wild tortoises and collect monitoring data on 
them 

 

“EPI changed my life.” Alvaro Moreano, student from Loma Linda 
high school 

 

Many youth are inspired by the tortoises’ fragility while 
working with them in captivity 

Teen Vanessa Nogueira protects native plants 
threatened by invasive blackberry at Los Gemelos 

EPI students count seeds in dung samples 
from El Chato Reserve 

 
 

“EPI has changed me and I am very interested in continuing to preserve our native 
species.” Marisol Cabrera, student from San Francisco school 

 



  

Nest Protection - The GNP maintains a nest protection program to increase the 
birth rate of giant tortoise populations in the wild.  Students work in the field with 
park rangers to monitor the status of the nests and help release hatched 
tortoises. . Five field trips were conducted in 2012 during the school holidays. 
The students traveled to the nest sites with park rangers to uncover 46 nests 
and they released 50 Galapagos Tortoise hatchlings. 

In 2012 there were a total of 15 courses involving 201 students, of which 109 were local to 
the Galapagos Islands, representing an increase of 53% from 2011. A total of 16 schools 
participated in the season: 6 U.S., 1 Venezuelan and 9 local. Also, we had the 
participation of 1 adult trip. This year we continued to provide the opportunity to students 
from Isabela and San Cristobal Islands to participate in our programs. 

In 2012, EPI increased the number of total participant days from 2,269 in 2011 to 2,640 in 
2012. 14 teachers from the US and Venezuela accompanied students as chaperones, 
and 13 teachers from local schools participated as well. We received financial support 
from tourism operators: Red Mangrove, Ecoventura and Kleintours supported the program 
by providing 32 scholarships for local students while the Fundación Galápagos donated 7 
inter-island cruises involving a total of 35 local students. Additionally, we received 3 inter-
island cruises donated by the GNP involving 9 local students and 2 inter-island cruises 
donated by Ecoventura as a mentorship program involving 4 local students. Also, during 
2012 the following press coverage took place: 7 TV reports, 1 radio interviews and 2 
newspaper article.  

A total of eight experiences were carried out as cultural exchange between local and 
visiting students. The cultural exchanges were organized by a group of eighteen local EPI alumni who were trained as guides and then offered a 
cultural tour around the island for visiting students and teachers.  

The annual Student Science Symposium was attended by 250 
people, including 136 students and 4 scientists who helped 
judge the students’ scientific posters. The students showed the 
results of their research projects and talked about their 
experiences with EPI. During the event, EPI prepared a video 
highlighting the EPI student experience in the Ecology course.  
Partners such as the GNP and the Ministry of Education talked 
about the positive impacts of the Galapagos Ecology Program 
on local students, their community, and the Galapagos 
ecosystem. At the symposium, prizes were given to the best 
students, teachers, and collaborators of the season, and after 
the event, artistic presentations were made by students. 

We desire to thank all the partners, collaborators, donors, 
participants and service providers of the 2012 Galapagos 
Ecology Program season, who contributed to helping us 
achieve our goals. We want to extend a special thanks to the 
GNP, our main partner in research and conservation. Special 
thanks are due as well to the Red Mangrove, Ecoventura, 
Houston Zoo and Klein Tours for providing local scholarships 
and to Fundación Galápagos and Ecoventura for donating 
cruises for local students. 

In 2013 we aspire to increase the impact of our program by involving more local students in our Galapagos Islands Ecology Program.  
Furthermore, we will continue to operate the nests and cultural tour programs in addition to adding a sea turtle monitoring project in conjunction 
with the Charles Darwin Research Station.  EPI provides a unique opportunity for local students to learn about and reflect on their roles as 
individuals in a world that needs their direct and active participation in conservation.  Investment in an experience like this in young people today 
opens the opportunity to contribute to the formation of leadership for tomorrow.   

 

 

Youth volunteer as “Nest Guardians” to protect 
tortoise nests from invasive pigs and ants 

Local students guide a cultural exchange around their island for visiting 
students 


