
Wildlife disease and conservation

Disease is a major global conservation threat, of 
equal importance to factors such as habitat 
destruction, and over harvesting. Island ecosystems 
such as Galápagos are particularly vulnerable to 
introduced diseases brought by human activities 
such as trade and agriculture. In the past, introduced 
diseases have been associated with high profile 
extinctions, including several bird species in Hawaii.

Galápagos Genetics, Epidemiology and 
Pathology Laboratory (GGEPL)

The laboratory is part of the Galápagos National 
Park and conducts surveillance and monitoring of 
wildlife diseases that threaten endemic Galápagos 
wildlife. The laboratory is equipped and staffed to 
carry out wildlife pathology and molecular diagnosis 
for important wildlife diseases. Using modern 
biological techniques, scientists are able to detect 
and diagnose such diseases before they spread and 
cause widespread problems.

Why is this important?

One of the biggest threats to Galápagos wildlife 
comes from disease, caused by pathogens such as 
viruses. Sometimes diseases are passed animal-to 
animal and sometimes they are passed on through 
intermediates such as biting insects like mosquitoes. 
In some cases introduced animals, such as dogs and 
cats may be important reservoirs of disease and we 
are interested in understanding their impact on native 
fauna in order to design effective conservation 
measures. Hopefully this means we will be able to 
avoid disastrous disease outbreaks in Galápagos.

Wildlife disease in Galápagos

Current research projects include investigating 
disease threats to Giant tortoise, sea lions and fur 
seals, and range of avian diseases. One avian 
disease of particular concern is West Nile Virus 
(WNV), a deadly virus that is spreading through the 
Americas, which has killed thousands of birds, 
mammals, and reptiles in North America. This virus 
has already reached Central America and  
scientists predict it will establish in Ecuador within 5 
years. It is vitally important that the Galápagos is 
prepared to prevent, protect and detect diseases 
such as WNV that pose an increasing threat. 

Who runs the project?
The project is being funded by the UK 
government’s Darwin Initiative scheme and is a 
collaboration between Galapagos National Park 
Service, the Zoological Society of London, UK, the 
University of Leeds, UK and the University of 
Guayaquil. Collaborators include CDRS, St. Louis 
Zoo, and University of Missouri, St. Louis, USA.

http://www.galapagoslab.org



THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELP!!

More information about the GGEPL lab and specific 
details about our projects can be found by visiting 
our website at: http://www.galapagoslab.org

Tel: +593-5-2527009
Email: Dr. Virna Cedeño - virna@spng.org.ec or
Dr. Simon Goodman - s.j.goodman@leeds.ac.uk

How to find us in Puerto Ayora:

How to make a donation to the project
Please contact Dr. Simon Goodman or Dr. Virna
Cedeño as above in order to discuss in more detail 
how you can help the project or to make a donation.

The project partners

The Darwin Initiative: 
The Darwin Initiative is a grants programme that seeks 
to promote biodiversity, conservation and sustainable 
uses of resources in less developed countries. The 
initiative is funded and administered by the UK 
governments Dept for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Defra), http://www.darwin.gov.uk

Zoological Society of London (ZSL)
ZSL is a charity devoted to conservation and education. 
The worldwide conservation of animals and their 
habitats is the key role of ZSL. http://www.zsl.org
Registered UK Charity 208728.

University of Leeds, UK
The Institute of Integrative and Comparative Biology at 
the University of Leeds UK, is a leading centre for 
research in ecology, evolution and conservation biology.
http://www.fbs.leeds.ac.uk/institutes/iicb.htm

University of Guayaquil
The University of Guayaquil is one of the largest 
universities in Ecuador. The Programme of 
Biotechnology was the first organisation to establish 
modern genetics facilities in Galapagos and is a key 
partner in the project.

Galápagos National Park Service (GNPS)
This project is jointly managed by the GNPS, the 
government institution responsible for the protection 
and management of the Galápagos archipelago. 
http://www.galapagospark.org

An important aspect of the project is to establish 
local expertise and equipment on the islands, so that 
in future wildlife disease monitoring may be carried 
out by Ecuadorian scientists, reducing reliance on 
foreign expertise. Masters and undergraduate 
students are trained by GGEPL staff in classrooms 
at the laboratory, where they learn molecular biology 
and pathology, in addition to conservation issues 
relevant to wildlife management. The establishment 
of this fully equipped centre here on the islands 
circumvents the need to export material for analysis, 
and ensures that an archive of samples remains on 
the Galápagos islands for future investigations.

How Can I Help?
As a tourist there are 3 important contributions:

1. Comply with the special quarantine laws of the 
Galápagos. These laws are very important to limit 
the introduction of new diseases.

2. If you see a diseased or dead animal, please tell 
your guide who is able to contact GGEPL staff. Do 
NOT touch the animal, it may be contagious!!

3. Contribute to the maintenance of the GGEPL 
laboratory. Your contributions will be used for 
laboratory supplies and the participation of students 
in important training projects serving wildlife disease 
management here on the Galápagos islands.
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