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Vanilla and conservation

Chelonoidis niger chathamensis, commonly referred to as the Giant Tortoise of San Cristóbal, is a 
species of Galápagos tortoise endemic to the island for which it’s named. This diurnal and terrestrial 
species primarily inhabits deciduous forests, dry shrublands, and dry grasslands.

While detailed life history data for wild populations are lacking, observations of long-term captive 
individuals suggest that this species matures around 20 years of age and can live for 100–150 years.

Currently listed as endangered, the Giant Tortoise of San Cristóbal suffered a catastrophic decline 
from about 24,000 individuals to just 500–700 by the early 1970s. This decline was primarily due to 
extensive overexploitation by buccaneers, whalers, and settlers, who hunted them for food and oil. The 
situation was worsened by the introduction of exotic species that either preyed on tortoise eggs and 
hatchlings (pigs, dogs, cats, rodents, ants) or destroyed their habitat (goats, cattle, donkeys, invasive 
plants).

Despite the severe decline, the Galápagos National Park, established in 1959, played a critical role in 
protecting remaining populations. Charles Darwin’s 1835 observations during his visit to the Galápagos 
laid early scientific groundwork, noting unique tortoise species on different islands. San Cristóbal’s 
population became a symbol of both historical exploitation and modern conservation potential.
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