DARWIN‘Z

Giant Tortoises of San Cristobal

By Alicia Mediavilla

Report 2 of 3

info@darwin200.com | www.darwin200.com



DARWIN200 AR

Report 2

Today, giant tortoises continue to face threats from feral species and climate change. However,
conservation efforts have made meaningful progress. The population of C. chathamensis is on a
recovery path, primarily due to ahead-starting program led by the Galapagos National Park. This strategy
involves rearing young tortoises in semi-captivity until they are large enough to survive in the wild. From
about 6,700 individuals in 2016, the population has grown to approximately 9,000.

At the core of this effort is the Cerro Colorado Tortoise Reserve, a 12-hectare breeding center in the
island’s southeast. Since 2004, 37 wild tortoises—16 females and 21 males—have been relocated
to this center from the northeastern region. The tortoises are encouraged to breed, and their eggs are
incubated. Hatchlings are raised until age 8-10, microchipped, and released into their native habitat.

While incubators initially ensured high hatching success, current efforts aim to encourage natural
reproduction. However, extreme seasonal rains and dry spells—compounded by ant predation—
reduced hatchling survival in 2023 and 2024.

Daily operations are run by dedicated Park Rangers and supported by volunteers from Projects Abroad.
Their tasks range from feeding tortoises and reforestation to maintaining infrastructure and monitoring
tortoise health. Since May 2024, visits to the center require a National Park guide, balancing education
and minimal disturbance to the tortoises.
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