Galapagos Marine Reserve
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The Galapagos Islands are surrounded by the cold Cromwell and Humboldt Currents and the warm South Equatorial and Panama Currents. It is the mixing of this warm and cold water, along with the deep, cold-water upwellings, which cycle the nutrient-rich waters from the bottom toward the surface, that are responsible for the majority of the diversity that exists on the Galapagos Islands. There are over 3000 species of marine plants and animals that call the waters around the Galapagos home. And it is this diversity that brings about the ever-increasing human presence, particularly tourists and fishermen, who in turn are making these species more vulnerable to poaching and environmental degradation. The islands of the Galapagos have been protected as National Park Lands since 1959, but it was not until recently that the public finally began to listen and agree when the conservationists pleaded with the Ecuadorian government to pass regulations to mind the waters surrounding the lands, as well. After all, in an oceanic archipelago, like the Galapagos, the terrestrial and marine ecosystems are interdependent; to protect one, you must safeguard the other (Jack Grove, 1996). Finally, in 1998, the Ecuadorian government passed the Special Law for the Galapagos, which extended the protected area of National Park from a base line surrounding all the islands and extending outwards an additional 40 miles, thus protecting all the water and marine life, too. 
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There are many problems that the conservationists and park officials face when trying to enforce the laws to protect the Marine Reserve.  For example, although only tourism and local artisanal fishing boats are permitted in the Reserve waters, illegal commercial fishing is a constant threat and problem.  Commercial fleets can get rich off the marine life they catch in the reserve’s waters, particularly those rarities that can be sold on the Asian markets such as shark fins, sea cucumbers, and male sea lion genitals.

Since there is a lot of political and economic volatility in Ecuador, some political officials feel it is in the country’s best financial interest to allow the commercial fishing to persist, and are even willing to personally look the other way to allow it to go on.  This only makes enforcement of conservation laws more difficult, particularly because with such a small budget to work with, there is not much help to spare when it comes to patrolling the waters.  So, even when the park rangers are able to catch a boat violating the fishing laws, there are recorded instances where the poaching ships are simply escorted out of the Reserve waters, or the violators pay off government officials once the boat reaches the detention center before it can be auctioned off.  These government officials rationalize that they are helping to ensure the Ecuadorian people will be able to provide for their families. On the other hand, conservationists argue that if the government continues to ignore the overfishing and allows the ecosystem degradation to continue, Ecuador will be hurt even more substantially when the tourists dollars stop coming in and the U.N. revokes the Galapagos and the Reserve’s status as a World Heritage Site. Additionally, some of the acts that are committed against the Galapagos organisms are just cruel and horrific; such acts must be stopped.  For instance, in July of 2001, approximately 35 sea lions washed up on the shore of San Cristobal, mutilated, skulls crushed, teeth and genitals missing. Authorities believe somebody from the island must have committed the murders since the sea lions are not afraid of the people, and it is a well known fact on the island that the sea lion body parts are considered an aphrodisiac on the Asian market and are worth quite a bit of money.  Acts such as these are outright threats to the integrity of the marine ecosystem and a violation against all that the Special Law for the Galapagos stands for.  

There have been some improvements made, however, and there is still hope for more to come. One example is the founding of TFT, Traditional Fishing Tourism, which will reduce some of the pressures over traditional fisheries by having fishermen take tourists out on their daily fishing routes and demonstrating the traditional techniques to tourists. Another implementation has been the addition of a Wildlife Hotline, as well as the training of the Environmental Police regarding how to manage the hotline.  Unfortunately, the police have not been very cooperative in utilizing this feature. Still other encouraging activities include performing follow-up with previous violators in the Reserve and reminding them of the laws, contracting lawyers in Guayaquil to work on current legal issues, and meeting with the four presidents of the fishing sector cooperatives in regards to trying to establish a licensing system and other requirements for fishermen in order to assess legitimate fishermen.  

Future research still needs to be done regarding the impact of invasive introduced species into the Marine Reserve from tourist yachts and cargo boats.  As of now, no research has been conducted in this area of study to see if there are any invasive species currently being introduced or what their possible impact may be upon the ecosystem.  Scientists will have to continue to monitor the populations of species currently residing within the Reserve to see if any changes take place.  Another avenue that needs to be researched more fully is the idea of trying to block off the major shipping lanes into the Marine Reserve so as to prevent the commercial ships from entering into the Reserve.  Environmental groups feel this would be a step in the right direction, yet there are other groups who are concerned this may isolate the Galapagos Islands altogether.  So, there is still much research that needs to be done to decide the best way to protect a marine area like nowhere else in the world.

The Special Law for the Galapagos is responsible for creating the Galapagos Marine Reserve in order to protect the biodiversity that exists within the Galapagos and to continue to foster a culture of conservation.  While this Law of the Galapagos is well intentioned and is an excellent framework, it is unfortunately not being well enforced.








