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BY SARAH ROSE

The Galápagos Islands have long been a bellwether for
the ecological health of the planet. Now, 170 years after 
Charles Darwin’s famous expedition, the travelers who

follow in his footsteps could obliterate the fragile beauty
of this naturalists’ mecca. Or they could rescue it. 

K
E

V
IN

 S
C

H
A

F
E

R

Paradise
Retained

       



42 | P L E N T Y June/July 2005 www.plentymag.com

ON A MID-OCTOBER EVENING, when the New
England autumn colors have been showing off
and the afternoons are getting dimmer by the
day, the board members of the Galápagos
Conservation Fund gather at a restaurant in
Connecticut. Enjoying wine and the company of
like-minded colleagues, the award-winning
nature photographer Tui De Roy throws down a
gauntlet.

“The barflies on a ship who never leave the bar, who never go
ashore, who just listen to other travelers’ stories are, ecologically, the
most sustainable tourists on earth,” De Roy proclaims to the table of
scientists, former government officials, conservationists, and tourism
operators. “Barflies leave no footprint at all.”

It is an old conservation warhorse: to protect the world’s treasures,
people must be kept away—the Mona Lisa is behind glass, after all.
But an agitated Sven Lindblad, CEO of one of Galapagos’ leading
travel companies and host of the GCF meeting, responds to De Roy’s
remark with an expletive. 

“When we have a traveler in our hands, we have a singular oppor-
tunity, a rare chance, to create an advocate for Galápagos.” Lindblad
says. He argues that if tourists don’t get out and explore, if they don’t
have educated guides to help interpret the landscape, if they are not
personally engaged, then they will have no sense of ambassadorship.
“To further conservation, people must passionately believe in their
soul that it matters. And if they haven’t left the bar, they won’t. Then
we’ve failed.”

Lindblad makes a declaration to the group, a new mantra for envi-
ronmentalism, one reminiscent of Gordon Gekko’s dictum in greedi-
er times: Tourism is good.

INTRUDING ON EDEN
The Galápagos archipelago is among the most charismatic ecological
destinations on earth. Lying 600 miles off the coast of Ecuador, it
comprises about a dozen islands, some huge, some minuscule, all the
tips of volcanoes that have erupted in the past 5 million years. The
islands lie directly on the equator, so they are hot, dry, and, for lack of
fresh water, nearly deserted. They are dramatic landscapes, volcanic
castles of cliffs, lava flows, and ocean, but it is the islands’ inhabitants
that draw global raves. 

In Galápagos, animals are rock stars. The fauna are friendlier than
your neighbors. Sea lions stare directly into your mask while you
snorkel with sea turtles, penguins, and giant manta rays. Later, while
sunning on the beach, you may find that same sea lion has cuddled up
beside you for a snooze. The birds, brilliantly and bizarrely festooned,
are so close and so fearless they will sing right into your ear. There
are rainbow-colored giant iguanas. And when you sail into the sunset,
whales and dolphins frolic in your bow-waves. Galápagos is a rare,
unspoiled, and magical destination, the kind of place where visitors
feel intensely sorry for themselves when they have to leave. And they
are not permitted to stay.

This year 100,000 tourists will visit the Galápagos Islands, bring-
ing millions of necessary dollars for conservation. But they are sight-
seeing in one of the most delicate places on the earth. Travelers can

Roca Redonda, an eroded cinder cone, at sunrise

Blue footed Boobies, circus
freaks of the natural world
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The volcanic moonscape of Bartolomé Island
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The Galápagos archipelago is the most
charismatic ecological destination on earth

   



A midday snooze with sea lions
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Marine Iguana in Blue
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In Galápagos, animals are rock stars
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designated a national park—the remaining 3 percent is inhabited—
and the national park serves as the administrative body for conserva-
tion, responsible for removing feral goats and pigs, policing illegal
fishing, and training field guides for tourists. Scientific research in
the Galápagos is channeled through the CDF, a nonprofit, nongovern-
mental organization charged, in part, with monitoring the health of
the islands and advising the park on environmental policy. 

“I was at the station in the ’60s when we decided Galápagos
should have tourism but that it should be tightly controlled and close-
ly monitored,” says Peter Kramer, president of the CDF. When
Kramer first started conducting research in the islands, the only way
to get there was aboard the monthly sailing of a mail boat—a far cry
from today’s daily flights to Baltra Island.

Tourism is a nonextractive means of economic development,
unlike industries such as fishing or mining. Tourism demands the
preservation of a place in order for it to be profitable in the long run.
Jointly, the stakeholders in Galápagos—the scientists, government,
tourism operators, and local businesses—have a say in the manage-
ment of their shared resource. Galápagos is a model for what has
become known as ecotourism.

Ecotourism is a new word that garnered a lot of attention in the
mid-1990s, yet few people seem to know what it means. The
International Ecotourism Society (TIES) defines ecotourism as
“responsible travel to natural areas that conserves the environment
and improves the well-being of local people.” Unpacking that sen-
tence, the first two elements sound like common–sense. First, travel-
ers should engage with the natural beauty of a place. Second, they
should be mindful of adversely affecting the destination—or follow
some alternate version of a “leave no trace, take only memories, tread
lightly, do no harm” philosophy. 

But the third part of the TIES definition, “improves the well-being
of local people,” might come as a shock to some. It suggests that trav-
elers in fact should leave a footprint—a positive one. But just how the
do-gooding might be accomplished is wide open to debate. 

To others the third part might sound vaguely colonial—as in, who
are these foreigners to decide what the well-being of the locals is
anyway? 

“Ecotourism has just not been democratically done,” says Ron
Mader, founder of Planeta.com, an award-winning travel Web site on
which the word ecotourism was first coined. “These organizations
aren’t working toward grassroots environmental concerns. They have
all their meetings behind closed doors.”

The ecological needs of a mountain village are different from
those of deserted tropical islands, and different still from Antarctica’s,
says Mader. “This one-size-fits-all notion of conscientious travel will
turn sustainable tourism into a bankrupt idea.”

introduce unwanted alien species to Galápagos if they
have seeds clinging to their clothing or tennis shoes; san-
dal-footed visitors unwittingly tread on the mating
grounds of rare, endemic animals. Despite concentrated
government and scientific efforts to manage tourism in
Galápagos, its rise, up from 45,000 visitors in 2000, is
sure to leave an impact. Galápagos needs the world to
visit to ensure its survival, but it could be destroyed if the
world gets too close.

DARWIN AT THE HOT SPOT
Islands often produce the circus freaks of the natural
world, the dwarfs and the giants, the birds with blue feet
and the 500-pound tortoises. The Galápagos Islands are
geological babies, younger than South America by several ice ages,
and they are oceanic; there has never been any bridge from the
archipelago to the continent. Despite the youth and isolation of the
Galápagos, thousands of species found their way there and adapted
to the conditions: wind blew seeds and seabirds to the islands; seeds
and bugs nestled in the feathers or scat of birds; and land critters
arrived on floating rafts, hitchhikers on flotsam and jetsam. Because
the islands of Galápagos are small and remote, the pace of change
is so swift it is almost visible to the human eye—well, to Darwin’s
eye, anyway.

When Darwin sailed to Galápagos as a passenger aboard the 90-
foot sloop HMS Beagle in 1835, he had the sense that he was witness-
ing change as he traveled from island to island, that members of the
same species were subtly different from place to place. In Galápagos,
at age 24, Darwin had bumped up against the idea of evolution.

“I was informed that many of the islands possess trees and plants
which do not occur on the others...it never occurred to me, that the
productions of islands only a few miles apart, and placed under the
same physical conditions, would be dissimilar,” wrote Darwin in his
Journal of Researches (1839), known today as The Voyage of the
Beagle. Inhabitants told Darwin they could identify which island a
giant tortoise came from by the shape of its shell. He measured the
beaks of finches and saw variation in the size and shape of the only
tools birds had to crack open seeds. He suspected that birds of differ-
ent islands had differently shaped beaks because they had adapted to
slight variations in conditions. Twenty years later, out of those same
Galápagos-born observations, Darwin wrote On the Origin of Species
by Means of Natural Selection (1859).

Darwin’s theory of evolution is among the greatest explanatory
models the world has ever known; Galápagos is a living museum to
the great man’s argument, a touchstone of our shared cultural and sci-
entific heritage. To travel in Galápagos is to watch Darwin’s ideas
take shape, as if one had sat down to watch Shakespeare write.  

THE BIRTH OF ECOTOURISM
Galápagos is so dazzling as to be an obvious tourist destination—it is
both physically striking and intellectually momentous. But beyond
this, it is one of the most effectively managed spots on the earth.
Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and government agencies
work in partnership to ensure the islands’ ecological safekeeping. In
1998 the constitution of Ecuador was rewritten to accommodate the
special needs of the country’s most profitable province.  

Two separate entities direct the conservation of the archipelago:
the Galápagos National Park and the Charles Darwin Foundation and
Research Station (CDF). Some 97 percent of the land in Galápagos is

A sea turtle ashore at Pinnacle Rock
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The multi-colored glory
of the Marine Iguana

The Great Frigatebird 
showing off

Galápagos needs the world to visit to ensure its survival,
but it could be destroyed if the world gets too close.
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captive audience. The pitch for the Galápagos Conservation Fund
comes during the daily briefing, at a time when the guests are still
engaged with the riddles of Galápagos—the flightless cormorants and
the honking albatrosses—not on the last day, or a month later, when
everyday life has resumed. “And the guests want to be engaged,” says
Lindblad. “They want to be given the opportunity to give back.
They’re delighted.” 

In the tourism trade, this type of effort has become known as trav-
elers’ philanthropy. “It really puts meat on the word ecotourism,” says
Roslyn Cameron, spokeswoman for the Darwin Research Station.

Indeed, tourist behavior in Galápagos is so rigorously monitored,
and the park’s policies are so strict, that every company operating
there can legitimately call itself an ecotourism company, at least
under the first two parts of the TIES definition. It is only under the
third part, the world-saving part, that there is any room to measure or
distinguish among the operators.

There is little, if any philanthropic coordination among tour com-
panies in Galápagos. The International Galápagos Tour Operators
Association (IGTOA), a collection of tour operators, assesses mem-
bers a per-passenger fee, donating up to $30,000 per year to conser-

vation. Celebrity Cruises, part
of the publicly traded Royal
Caribbean Cruises and one of
the largest cruise companies
in the world, launched a
Galápagos itinerary in June
2004, donating $25,000 to the
CDF up front. As of April 1,
Celebrity began an onboard
program similar to Lindblad’s.

While fund-raising for
Galápagos has been success-
ful, some complain that there
has not been enough long-
term follow-up for the pro-
grams that receive funding.

“With ecotourism growing
at 20 percent a year, it seems
to everybody like such a good
idea: development banks are
interested, the United Nations
declared 2002 the year of eco-
tourism, and money flows into
sustainable-tourism projects,”
says Mader, who estimates
that as much as 90 percent of

the ecotourism efforts in Ecuador have failed. (He did not have an
estimate specific to Galápagos.) “There is a strong need to have bet-
ter studies and better information about how well these programs
work.”  

And though by most accounts the Galápagos model of ecotourism
is a successful one, it might set unrealistically high expectations for
elsewhere in the world.

“A number of countries are embracing strategies of ecotourism as
part of a larger strategy of economic development—for instance, they
see opportunities if they create a park system,” says Bill Eichbaum,
the World Wildlife Fund’s Vice President for the Endangered Spaces
Program. “But if it isn’t successful, then the [investment in eco-
tourism] becomes a disincentive. If ecotourism doesn’t provide the
benefits that governments anticipate, they might lose interest. Then
there is a walking away entirely.”

TRAVELERS’ PHILANTHROPY
If Lindblad Expeditions, a New York–based travel company, were its
own country, the Republic of Lindblad would be the fourth largest
exporter of visitors to Galápagos (behind the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Germany). Aboard two luxuriously decked-out
ships, Lindblad ferries more than 3,000 visitors a year around the
islands on a one-week cruise. 

Every Thursday night, on a guest’s pillow, placed beside the
Ecuadorean hand-made chocolates, there is an invitation. Sven
Lindblad invites his guests to “participate in the conservation of
Galápagos.” Travelers are asked to donate to the Galápagos
Conservation Fund, a nonprofit that channels donations to the nation-
al park, the CDF, local development projects, emergency funds, and
education. For a donation of $250 per person, Lindblad offers a trav-
el voucher good for $250 toward a future booking with the company,
but many travelers give much more. In eight years the fund has raised
more than $2.5 million dollars for conservation, and it expects to raise
$400,000 this year.

“Galápagos is one of the most exciting destinations in the world,
and yet the Darwin Foundation goes out begging,” Lindblad says. The
CDF receives around 30 percent of its funding from visitor donations,
nearly 8 percent coming from Lindblad’s ships alone. Lindblad thinks
the percentage of money raised from tourists should be much higher:
“If I were the CDF, I would invest millions in training the tourism
operators on how to raise the money to support [the CDF’s] work.”

His is a fund-raising model that ought to be reproduced. In the
middle of the week-long trip, the expedition leaders pass the hat to a

“Tourism
can be
overdone. 
It can get
too dense
and attract
too many
people,” says
Eichbaum

Sven-Olof Lindblad, President,
Lindblad Expeditions
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increases, biodiversity perforce loses out.
“The scientific importance of Galápagos can’t be overestimated,

not just in terms of evolutionary thought, but in terms of our current
data on evolution,” says Martin Wikelski, professor of ecology and
evolutionary biology at Princeton University. “Mostly because it’s
such a nice little example of its own little world, really pioneering
research has been done there.” 

“So many long-term studies have been done in Galapagos, studies
on entire populations, that if there is any kind of environmental
impact—say, an oil spill or longline fishing—we can detect it and act
against it,” says Wikelski. “Nowhere else in the world do we have
those baselines.”

So what is to be done? 
“I would say there should be tourism in Galápagos, but that it

should be local,” says Kramer. Kramer also works for the WWF,
where traveling executives not only are required to justify the expens-
es of their business trips but also must submit an expense report on
the atmospheric-emissions costs of their journey. (Jet travel has a
tremendous environmental impact.) “Perhaps the ultimate sustainable
tourist is the German who bikes to Oktoberfest in Munich, gets drunk,
and sleeps in a ditch,” says Kramer.

All jokes aside, a more locally based tourism in Galápagos would
go a long way toward solving some of the region’s most pressing
problems. Galapagueños rarely visit the park itself, and so rarely
understand the splendor that is their heritage—or the costs associated
with squandering it. They may feel they have little at stake in its
preservation. Furthermore, locals are often among the first to notice
illegal activities that might damage the park, such as fishing in the
marine reserve. And if mainland Ecuadoreans, wrapped up in the day-
to-day needs of a developing economy, became stronger advocates for
the national park, they could pressure the government to look after its
administration. 

While foreign visitors to Galápagos bring in money and raise
global awareness, only locals have the potential to effect change from
the inside—the kind of change that Galápagos, with her sweet baby
sea lions and her monstrous volcanoes, desperately needs.  n

THE FUTURE OF PARADISE
Galápagos is a worldwide model for conservation. Endangered giant
tortoises have been bred and repatriated to their home islands. Feral
pigs have been eliminated from the island of Santiago—the most suc-
cessful eradication of introduced species anywhere in the world.
(When pigs and goats were introduced to Galápagos by humans, they
had no natural competitors, predators, or parasites, and so overrepro-
duced with huge costs to the ecosystem.) A quarantine was recently
developed to protect against future incursions of invasive species.
Some 95 percent of the endemic species in Galápagos still exist there.
And tourism dollars have been essential to every victory. Yet
Galápagos still hangs in a delicate balance. 

“One pitfall is that it could all go wrong,” says Eichbaum. With
100,000 visitors a year and the arrival of mainstream travel brands
such as Celebrity, Galápagos is reaching a critical mass. “Tourism can
be overdone,” says Eichbaum. “It can get too dense and attract too
many people—and that’s a real issue.” 

There are more immediate threats to Galápagos than tourism,
however. Politically, Ecuador is one of the world’s most corrupt coun-
tries, frequently scoring in the top ten, according to Transparency
International, a nonprofit watchdog group based in Germany.
Political instability in the national park administration results in rou-
tine park closings, which cut into conservation revenue. There has
been a long-running battle about fishing in the marine reserve—thug-
gish fishermen, in bed with the government, have gone head-to-head
with the conservation community over issues such as longline fishing
and the overfishing of sea cucumbers. 

Yet the most severe long-term danger is how attractive
Galápagos has become to Ecuadoreans. There has been a gold rush
from the mainland, with underemployed immigrants arriving by the
hundreds, all hoping to siphon off a few tourism dollars for their
very own.  And though the 1998 Special Conservation Law curtailed
legal immigration, illegal settlers and high birthrates among inhab-
itants continue to threaten the islands. The fragile ecosystem cannot
possibly support a population that has ballooned to more than
25,000 from a few thousand in 1990. As the human population

        


