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Introduction

For many tourists, their first glance of Galápagos appears abruptly at the 
end of a one-and-a-half-hour commercial flight from Guayaquil’s José 
Joaquín de Olmedo international airport. The sight is breathtaking, even 
to the seasoned visitor. As the plane begins its descent through the clouds, 
the greens and browns of San Cristóbal Island, which suddenly come into 
view, contrast strikingly against the emerald and blue waters of the Pacific 
Ocean. The moment is often greeted with hushed gasps as passengers peer 
through their windows to catch a glimpse of a once-in-a-lifetime sight. As 
the plane maneuvers into its approach, details of the island become clearer, 
and conversation often turns to one of surprised observation that people 
actually live here. First-time visitors are confronted with this realization 
as the jetliner taxis into the newly refurbished San Cristóbal airport, only 
walking distance from the provincial capital of Puerto Baquerizo Moreno.
 After entering the Galápagos National Park through the airport arriv-
als building, visitors encounter a bustling curbside pickup area framed 
against the backdrop of a heavily quarried hill, which serves as the islands’ 
principal source of building material. The quick ride into town usually 
terminates at the passenger dock, where luggage is unloaded for transfer 
via a smaller launch to the tour boat waiting at its berth farther out in 
Wreck Bay. Some passengers immediately embark on their planned cruise 
around the islands; others often spend the few preboarding hours at Playa 
Mann, a short walk to the other end of the bay. For prepackaged tours 
originating on San Cristóbal, the island adventure ends in reverse order as 
tourists are whisked off to the airport, after which the process is repeated 
with the anticipated arrival of yet another planeload of visitors.
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 The average tourist to Galápagos spends little time on the island, and 
only the most adventurous travel up the road into the interior highlands. 
More often than not these visitors come to see the crater lake at El Junco, 
maybe visit La Galapaguera, where tortoises are raised for restocking on 
various islands, or have their rented bicycles transported in hired pickup 
truck taxis so they can leisurely bike downhill to the coast. In either case, 
they must pass through the small village of El Progreso, usually keeping 
to the southern branch of the road which avoids the center of town. The 
community rarely sees any tourists stopping on their way through the 
village, a constant reminder that the island’s principal sources of interest 
and revenue are centered on the coast.
 During this brief foray into the island’s interior, the adventurous tour-
ists pass through a heavily vegetated landscape dotted with entrances to 
family farms and the occasional grazing cow. If they proceed further into 
the highlands they will pass open fields, an occasional building, three 
large wind turbines, and the parking lot for El Junco. Eventually, they 
descend through more vegetation and farm entrances, the small hamlet 
of Cerro Verde, and La Galapaguera, before reaching the road’s terminus 
at the parking area for Puerto Chino.
 This quick, roughly 30 km trip takes the visitor through the south-
western tip of the island and one of the few Zones of Special Use (ZUE, 
Zonas de Uso Especial) in the Galápagos National Park (PNG, Parque 
Nacional de Galápagos). These zones, which occupy approximately 3.3% 
of the PNG’s terrestrial area, are located primarily in the highlands of the 
four populated islands: San Cristóbal, Santa Cruz, Floreana, and southern 
Isabela (Figure 1). The ZUEs were recognized by the PNG in 1996 as ar-
eas where the park’s management plan permits uses contradictory to the 
primary objectives of protected areas, specifically ecosystem conservation 
and recreational activities. The PNG recognizes these areas as Human 
Space, which includes Urban Zones of previously privatized areas on the 
inhabited islands dedicated to commerce, industry, and residence, and 
Rural Zones in the highlands of populated islands where the best agricul-
tural soils are located. On San Cristóbal, some 93% of the island’s original 
humid habitat is an agricultural zone (INGALA 2005).1 
 Surrounded by park, the ZUE on San Cristóbal can be distinguished 
from PNG lands by a sharp boundary that is clearly visible from vari-
ous highland viewpoints where the duller browns, mauves, and greens at 
lower elevations contrast abruptly with the often canopied verdant greens 
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of the higher-elevation agricultural zone. This zone, and its counterparts 
on the other islands, is the most heavily impacted area of exotic inva-
sive alien organisms in the PNG.2 On San Cristóbal it survives today as 
the legacy of earlier human colonization on the island, particularly the 
historic Hacienda El Progreso, which endures today in and around its 
contemporary namesake.
 Tourists don’t travel to Galápagos to experience El Progreso or ZUEs. 
They come to experience the natural beauty of a world-renowned nature 
destination. The island archipelago is regularly included in every list of 
top vacation spots for observing natural wonders. Indeed, since its earliest 
beginnings, the park was conceived as a self-funded nature conservation 
area sustained by income from boat-based tourism. Limiting the num-
bers of boats, and controlling access of park visitors to terrestrial habitats, 
served the dual purpose of mitigating potential disturbance while simul-
taneously raising the revenue required to regulate restricted access. Since 
1978, Galápagos has been deemed a UNESCO World Heritage site for 
meeting as many as four natural selection criteria. It contains superlative 
phenomena or exceptional beauty, important or significant habitats for 
biodiversity conservation, and represents both major steps in earth’s his-
tory and significant ongoing ecological or biological processes. UNESCO 
considers Galápagos a “living museum and showcase of evolution.”3

 Since Charles Darwin’s landmark visit to four of the islands in 1835, Ga-
lápagos has assumed an iconic position in the study of evolutionary prin-
ciples.4 Composed of true oceanic islands with unique insular endemics, 
and effectively isolated from its closest continental landmass, Galápagos is 
geologically young enough to reveal evolutionary change, and it includes 
sufficient variety to study multiple isolation events in a pristine setting 
relatively isolated from humans (Valle and Parker 2012); however, it is the 
pristine attribution of the archipelago that is in danger, certainly as a cor-
ollary of its increased fame. The perception of Galápagos as a people-free 
“natural laboratory” for understanding evolution appeals to an educated 
and prosperous clientele and fuels a lucrative multimillion-dollar tour-
ist business. The latter contributes to a paradox in which its appeal as a 
pristine natural laboratory creates the very conditions that undermine its 
appeal (Quiroga 2009).
 The continuous growth of tourism, including both traditional boat-
based tourism and increasingly land-based coastal tourism, is attract-
ing record numbers of human visitors to the islands. While it affords 
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economic opportunities for Ecuadorians, the lucrative industry simulta-
neously places strains on existing infrastructure. Conservation priorities 
strongly correlate increased human visitation with the introduction of 
alien organisms that can become naturalized and invasive with or with-
out intentional human intervention (Pyšek et al. 2004). The proliferation 
of invasive alien species represents the single largest threat to terrestrial 
ecosystems throughout the PNG today (Atkinson et al. 2012; Carrier et al. 
2011; Gardener et al. 2010).
 El Progreso, ZUEs, and most references to historic associations be-
tween humans and Galápagos ecosystems are usually excluded from the 
narrative of nature because they depart from the image of the pristine. 
Invasion by alien organisms has, nevertheless, always been a part of Galá-
pagos history; the archipelago’s unique insular organisms are themselves 
endemic legacies of invasions that arrived in these pelagic islands over the 
course of geological time from continental and island sources around the 
Pacific (Grehan 2001); however, this does not mitigate the severe problems 
that naturalized and invasive aliens pose for endemic ecosystems. Galápa-
gos is particularly susceptible to invasion owing to its small scale and the 
relative poverty of its endemic species, which having evolved in isolation, 
are often competitively inferior to their alien counterparts (Whittaker 
and Fernández-Palacios 2007: 320). In various parts of the archipelago 
the extent of invasion, in numbers and kind, is alarming. Conservation’s 
ultimate goal is to reestablish native biodiversity and ecosystem function 
(Atkinson et al. 2012: 183). Eradication efforts, many of them high profile, 
have been under way.5

 Unlike many other oceanic islands, the Galápagos archipelago may 
have been relatively isolated from alien invasions because of its remote 
location away from international trade routes, and its later colonization 
by humans (Whittaker and Fernández-Palacios 2007: 320–321). Although 
alien introductions are recognized from as early as the seventeenth cen-
tury, their major impetus is usually considered late and coinciding with 
the steady rise of human visitation associated with tourism after the 1960s. 
Up to this point, the number of alien plants is believed to have increased 
slowly, followed by a quick rise, mostly for cultivation. An abrupt increase 
subsequently occurred in the 1980s, with growth proceeding exponen-
tially thereafter, especially on the inhabited islands (Mauchamp 1997; also 
Tye 2001; Tye at al. 2002). A linear increase of alien invasives is typical 
for most islands, and the apparent exponential pattern in Galápagos is 
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debatable. It may have occurred in a stepwise pattern, with an early stage 
up to 1911, followed by a second stage after the 1960s, and an explosion 
after 1987 (Tye 2006). In any case, “there is continuing uncertainty about 
the real human-mediated introduction rate of plants to the archipelago, 
which is of conservation concern” (Tye 2006: 203).
 A precise chronology for ordering the number and rate of alien intro-
ductions into the Galápagos Islands will always be elusive; however, the 
timing and circumstances surrounding human interactions with island 
ecosystems in Galápagos is more lucid than for most island contexts. Ga-
lápagos’ relatively late discovery by humans, probably beginning no ear-
lier than the first half of the sixteenth century, is followed by a frequently 
recorded series of historical encounters. By combining historic documen-
tation with the legacy of preserved traces in the archaeological record, the 
timing and circumstances surrounding alien introductions can be further 
illuminated, thereby providing increased temporal resolution and historic 
context to the establishment and longer-term development of legacy land-
scapes throughout the archipelago.

Historical Ecology, Conservation, and Archaeology  
in the Galápagos Islands

The image of a people-free natural laboratory for understanding evolution 
is essential to the existence of a lucrative Galápagos-based ecotourism in-
dustry, whose priorities are strongly inclined to understate or altogether 
omit cultural landscapes, contemporary or historic. The various efforts 
that attempt to restore Galápagos ecosystems to precolonized conditions 
engage different political, economic, and scientific stakeholders in a scien-
tific endeavor guided by evolutionary theory to shape island ecosystems 
according to the demands of ecotouristic expectations, which are based 
upon Western idealizations of a “wild” nature that still endures in one of 
its last remaining refuges (Hennessey and Cleary 2011; Quiroga 2009).
 Nevertheless, increased human intervention has intentionally and 
unintentionally transformed previously isolated terrestrial Galápagos 
ecosystems into “novel” or “emerging” ecosystems with structures com-
posed of new species arrangements defined by their novelty, anthropic 
origin, and subsequent endurance in the absence of humans (Hobbs et al. 
2006, 2013; Morse et al. 2014). Despite years of intensive effort and enor-
mous capital outlay, battles against invasive aliens and efforts to restore 


