
 

 

 
Galapagos Islands, July 2010 Sterilization Campaign 
Project Report, Emma Clifford, Founder and Director 

Introduction 

In 2004, Animal Balance joined forces with CIMEI, a committee of Galapagos organizations who finds solutions 

to the problems created by the introduction of non native species to the Galapagos Islands. There is one 

invasive species however that has been the catalyst for all the others: humans. 

We are the most dangerous and problematic. We allow 160,000 tourists to visit each year. In the past few 

decades, the human inhabitant population has increased by 300%. Today more than 40,000 people live there. 

Most of those families have cats and dogs. Some are offspring of the island dogs that were left behind by 

explorers and hunters, even Charles Darwin himself was known to care for two cats during his time on the 

islands. Today, pure breed dogs are illegally brought in from the mainland because they are considered more 

desirable than the island mixed breeds.  

We believe that all life is precious: the cats, dogs, iguanas and birds who all share the same space now. We 

created this situation, and we must find humane and logical solutions to reducing the pet overpopulation 

problems. Mass sterilization of cats and dogs is the only way to reduce then manage the populations 

humanely. 

Animal Balance has been working with CIMEI to organize high volume sterilization campaigns for cats and 

dogs since 2004. In that time we have sterilized over 4,300 animals on campaigns.  Together we have made a 

huge impact on the populations. The last time CIMEI conducted a census was in 2007, the data showed we 

had sterilized 96% of the cats and dogs in the municipal areas. The next census will be carried out in 

November 2010. Since 2007, there has been an influx of illegal pure breed dogs from the mainland and 

consequently, the diseases that they bring with them, such as Parvo and Distemper. As a result many dogs 

have died from these diseases, as well as from sporadic poisonings. During this time, CIMEI and AB have 

tenaciously been carrying out aggressive sterilization campaigns multiple times each year. 

Thank you to The Maltz Family Foundation and to CIMEI Santa Cruz, San Cristobal and Isabela for providing 

the funding for this campaign. Thank you too, to the Galapagos National Park Service and Ingala for waiving 

our team’s $100 entrance fees to the islands.  



 

2010 August Campaign 

Animal Balance held a high volume sterilization campaign for the cats and dogs of the Galapagos Islands from 

August 2nd to 8th, 2010. In one week, we held 3 sterilization clinics on the islands of Santa Cruz, Isabela and 

San Cristobal. An international team of 35 volunteer veterinarians, animal technicians and assistants sterilized 

490 cats and dogs in 6 days.  We did this in conjunction with the CIMEI and with the full support of the 

Galapagos National Park Service, Quarantine, Boarder Patrol (SESA, SICGAL, INGALA) and the Police and 

Mayors office.  

We had originally planned to hold a full high volume clinic on Isabela Island only; however in April we were 

informed that over 100 dogs had been poisoned on the island. No one has taken responsibility for this 

massacre. Our friends at the Peace Corp, who were stationed on Isabela Island, informed Animal Balance 

about the situation. We decided to change our plan therefore to include Santa Cruz and San Cristobal Islands, 

as so many dogs had died on Isabela. We split the team between the 3 islands and assisted all CIMEI’s in their 

dog and cat control and management efforts. We trained all the Ecuadorian vets on each island in spay, neuter 

the administration of Esterilsol, the injectable sterilant for male dogs. 

As always the AB teams are flexible and understand that AB has to react appropriately to any new situation. By 
redistributing the teams we were able to cover 3 islands in one week and maximize our resources to sterilize 
the maximum number of animals on the Galapagos in one week. As Connie Varnhagan, Professor of 
Psychology and retired Veterinary Technician from Alberta, Canada said,  
 
“I have set up and packed down 3 clinics in 5 days on 2 different islands, we can set up clinics anywhere!” 
 
The Santa Cruz team sterilized 351 animals in 5 days, team Isabela sterilized 100 animals in 5 days and team 

San Cristobal sterilized 38 animals in one day. It was an excellent result by each team.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Santa Cruz 

The CIMEI’s worked tirelessly to organize all the ‘on the ground’ logistics. CIMEI Santa Cruz Coordinator and 

Attorney, Rommel Saa, did a fantastic job at coordinating the campaign ‘kickoff’ press conference, finding the 

supplies we needed and providing us with a fabulous clinic site at the University of Guayaquil. We are indebted 

to Dr. Marilyn Cruz for allowing us to use her pathology lab as our clinic. 

The CIMEI team worked with us each day using their truck to pick up and drop off animals. Allison Cordova, 

AB team member and The ASPCA’s Director of Operations for Field Investigations and Response, was able to 

go with the CIMEI team and conduct training in humane animal capture while they picked up the animals. This 

ensured the CIMEI staff and the animals were safe.  The CIMEI vets worked alongside the AB vets to sterilize 



the animals. CIMEI Santa Cruz were fabulous hosts and facilitated our visit very professionally. AB is delighted 

to be working on Santa Cruz again. 

Dr. Godfrey Merlin, who has lived in Puerto Ayora for over 30 years and advises the Galapagos National Park 

Service, Charles Darwin Station and a host of other organizations, loaned us his gas anesthesia machine and 

a radio telephone. We cannot be more grateful to him for not only this essential equipment, but also for his 

advice on the dog smuggling issue and vaccines.  Dr. Merlin is an Advisory Board member for Animal Balance 

and we truly appreciate his wisdom, insight and support. 

Most of the San Cristobal CIMEI office joined us on Santa Cruz to help. Renato Herrera, Dr. Paola Moreno and 

Dr. Morgado all took the long boat ride to Santa Cruz. Dr. Ruben Aleman travelled from Quito to join our team. 

Dr. Ruben has worked with AB since 2004.He was the vet for CIMEI Isabela and Santa Cruz over the period of 

6 years. We were very honored that they all decided to join us.  

 Isabela 

CIMEI Isabela has a new Coordinator, Lady Arios. Lady did an excellent job working with Dr. Edison Encalada , 

who previously lived on Isabela, worked as the vet and advisor to the Galapagos National Park Service, has 

been our vet on nearly every AB campaign and is now a Professor of Biology at the Quito University. Dr. 

Edison brought 5 of his students to Isabela the week before the campaign to help organize all aspects and talk 

to the community.  They worked very hard and we are very grateful to them. 

Tim and Monica Wyder, who had travelled from the Dominican Republic to work on the campaign, built the 

cages for the dogs the week before the campaign and did a terrific job managing the registration area at the 

Isabela clinic. They both help with our ongoing DR campaigns, so it was particularly interesting for them to see 

AB at work in the Galapagos. Monica shared this with me upon her return: 

“Participating in the 2010 Animal Balance clinic on Santa Cruz Island and Isabela Island of the Galapagos 

Islands was one of the most unique experiences of my life. I observed wildlife in their natural environment as in 

no other places I have been in the world. It was a powerful feeling working with the other Animal Balance 

volunteers who are diverse and interesting individuals with a common goal; volunteering to humanely protect 

the native species of the Galapagos 

Islands. 

 

Over the 3 years of volunteering for Animal Balance, starting in the Dominican Republic and now to include the 

Galapagos, I have grown to understand the limitlessness of the outreach and positive change possible from 

dedicated and caring human beings." 

 

AB worked out of the Charles Darwin Laboratory, which is situation on the Tortoise Breeding Center grounds. 

One species is being encouraged to reproduce and one species is being sterilized: animal balance! 



 

Isabela CIMEI is working with Darwin Vets, a US based NGO, who are helping to protect all animals of the 

Galapagos by providing veterinary care. Darwin Vets employed Dr. Jose Galecio to be CIMEI Isabela’s vet. Dr. 

Jose spent each day at the AB clinic; plus was trained in how to safely administer Esterilsol, the injectable 

sterilant for male dogs. 

San Cristobal 

We gave Renato Herrera, Biologist and Coordinator of CIMEI San Cristobal just 12 hours notice that we could 

come and help his island. In that time, he was able to organize his staff to inform the community, set up the 

clinic and provide us with the animals to sterilize.  

“I appreciate the help of Animal Balance by also supporting San Cristobal in the sterilization campaign. You 

came to us because we needed the help on our island too. Although it was short, the people here worked hard 

and there were animals to be sterilized and our small campaign was a success.  We give our thanks to AB for 

their help, in my case Galapagos and San Cristobal’ 

Jeferson R. Herrera P. 
 

CIMEI San Cristobal is a well organized and managed organization. CIMEI started on San Cristobal in 2004. 

Renato has done an incredible job creating sterilization programs, adoption programs, soliciting and recruiting 

Ecuadorian vets from the mainland, raising funds and educating the community about pet care.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Ecuadorian Friends and Colleagues 

We were very touched that so many Ecuadorian people that have worked with Animal Balance over the years, 

decided to once again join us on this campaign. We have become a family of friends who are all committed to 

one goal: to humanely reduce and control the cat and dog populations of the Galapagos to protect ALL 

species.  



Before Dr. Ruben left for Isabela to provide follow up care to the 

animals post campaign and perform more sterilizations, he said to 

me: 

“Animal Balance is here on the Galapagos, our campaigns to sterilize 

the animals are working. When I lived here in 2004, there were packs 

of street dogs running around causing problems. Now, where are 

they? Sterilizing the animals is the answer. I am so happy to work 

with AB again, look, we can see the difference” 

 

Dr. Byron Mass trained a number of veterinarians in the administration of Esterilsol, an injectable sterilant for 

male dogs.  Dr. Jose Galecio, CIMEI vet for Isabela Island, Dr. Rita XX, CIMEI vet on Santa Cruz Island, Dr. 

Paola Moreno, CIMEI vet on San Cristobal island and Dr. Monica Morgado, an excellent vet from Puerto Rico 

who was volunteering with CIMEI San Cristobal. It is crucial that as many vets as possible are trained in this 

technique to ensure the project is continued after our departure. On the Galapagos, many guardians prefer that 

their dogs keep their testicles (as a sign of strength) and still have the ability to hunt and guard. As such, 

people often refuse to neuter these dogs, but when offered  Esterilsol, people often agree to sterilizing their 

animals as the dogs keep their testicles. 

 Esterilsol is a great tool to have available to us. In addition, it does not require huge amounts of equipment, so 

we can use it in remote locations much more easily. It is particularly useful on the Galapagos in the highland 

and farm areas where Dr. Maas performed 11 Esterilsol injections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Five Year Agreement with CIMEI 

In August of this year, Animal Balance and CIMEI San Cristobal and CIMEI Santa Cruz signed a 5 year 

agreement to continue to work together to humanely reduce the cat and dog populations, but with a central 

sustainable element. CIMEI will start to recruit more Ecuadorian vets, techs and helpers for the campaigns and 

assist with fundraising. As we move forward, the number of Animal Balance team members will reduce and the 



number of Ecuadorians will increase. At each campaign, Animal Balance will train any new vets and techs. 

CIMEI will start to buy the supplies within Ecuador. It is cheaper to buy in-country and it reduces the problems 

with the Ecuadorian customs officials. Even though Animal Balance always has the correct paperwork from the 

US and Ecuadorian Embassy for importing our supplies and drugs, the approval process has become 

unbelievably bureaucratic and complicated. In addition, it is better to use drugs and medicines that are 

available in-country so the vets can continue using the same anesthesia cocktails and pain management. The 

new agreement is very exciting as it means that CIMEI will now coordinate their own campaigns and Animal 

Balance will assist where needed. The first such campaign will be organized by CIMEI San Cristobal this 

November. 

In addition, Renato Herrera, agreed to become the Animal Balance Galapagos Campaigns Director in 2011. 

Renato will be responsible for coordinating with the CIMEI’s, organizing the clinic teams, supplies and 

medicines and will be present at each campaign as the Animal Balance representative. As we move away from 

foreign based teams to Ecuadorian teams, it is essential that the director also be Ecuadorian. 

Pure Breed Dogs 

Cocker Spaniels, Bulldogs, Siberian Huskies, and Poodles - nearly every breed of 

dog is living on the Galapagos. They have been smuggled in on the cargo ships 

and planes, and then bred. Selling pure breed puppies has become common 

place. Restrictions are being tightened on the cargo ships and planes, however 

the islands are large and the local people know where to land without being 

detected. The authorities are struggling to keep up with the smuggling of these 

animals. They must have more preventative measures on the mainland to stop the 

flow. The community must adopt puppies and dogs from CIMEI that need homes, 

rather than buy illegal dogs from the mainland. 

 

CIMEI has an adoption list of animals that are available and a list of who is looking 

to adopt a dog. However, we found that the majority of the community does not 

know that this service is available. As such, we bought some paint and wrote ‘do 

not buy a pet, adopt one from CIMEI’ in Spanish, on the front of the CIMEI building 

on San Cristobal. CIMEI will be making their adoption program more visible through the media and starting a 

public relations campaign to improve their public image. 

 

Changing people’s perspectives is a difficult task, as people now have satellite television and the internet and 

so want what everyone else has. However, this is the Galapagos Islands and this fragile ecosystem with so 

many endangered animals and must be protected. It is an honor to live there, not a right. 

 

Not only is it illegal, but it is cruel to have a dog, such as a Siberian Husky, on the Galapagos, who has not 

evolved for such hot, dry conditions. People wanted dogs with blue eyes so smuggled them in and bred them 

resulting in an explosion of Huskies. In this situation human greed and consumerism has taken over from 

conservation and protection. 

 

For example, on Santa Cruz, a lady brought us her Bulldog to be examined. Dr. Byron Maas, astonished at first 

to see a Bulldog on Galapagos, checked his health. He quickly realized this poor creature was being used for 

breeding. This is his report: 

The Bulldog was presented in respiratory distress.  His history was that he was seen by Dr Cruz (local vet) for 
respiratory problems, but the owner felt that the dog was not responding.  I evaluated him.  He was in severe 
respiratory distress.  Cyanosis (blue color) meaning he was not oxygenating the blood properly.  He seemed to 
be suffering from heat stroke that was affecting his breathing and making him extremely weak. A common 
problem with this breed is that the throat swells when they are not breathing well or panting excessively.  Then 



when they get panicked they pant more and the condition worsens.  Without x-
ray evaluation it is difficult to see the extent of lung pathology but it was 
apparent that he had increased fluid in the lungs and was very distressed. 
 
We treated him with steroids, lasix and antibiotics. I recommended that he be 
neutered at some point as that could be part of the problem if he is getting 
excited especially with the heat situation of the Galapagos climate. The 
owner declined the neuter as she wanted him intact. There is a surgery that 
can be performed to resolve the excessive tissue in the airway but this is not 
an option here in our mash style clinic.  Personally, I also would not 
recommend that such a surgery be done there, as that then promotes the 
illegal importation of dogs that have such congenital problems. I gave him a 
fair to guarded prognosis and discharged to the owner. 
 
This dog was subjected to breeding, in the heat; he could not breathe and will 
likely die soon, the same scenario awaits his puppies. The owner would not be 
in the photos and she was very reluctant to discuss her dog with us. This is 

the problem we now need to help CIMEI tackle. They need laws to ensure that these dogs do not arrive, do not 
breed and their puppies are not sold. The community must be persuaded that this is a very cruel activity and is 
not acceptable.  
  
Animal Population Management  

AB believes that through aggressive sterilization campaigns, veterinarian and animal technician training 

programs, providing supplies and equipment, building capacity within CIMEI, and holding dog training classes 

and humane education classes, we can help CIMEI control and reduce the cat and dog populations of the 

Galapagos. In addition, the sectors of the government who are responsible for stopping the influx of new dogs 

need to vastly and immediately increase their efforts to work with the authorities in Guayaquil so that the 

animals never make it onto the cargo boats or planes which are headed for the Galapagos.  

This August there was a discussion amongst some organizations about the idea of building a cat and dog 

shelter/sanctuary on each island. While we understand the organizations have the best intentions to help the 

animals, a shelter/sanctuary on the Galapagos is not the answer. Animal Balance is unequivocally opposed to 

this idea and instead supports enhancing the current sterilization and adoption system the CIMEI has 

established. If you would like to read AB’s position statement on this issue, please click here, 

http://www.animalbalance.net/files/Shelter_statement.pdf 

Parvo and Distemper Vaccines 
 
Many people smuggle vaccines onto the Galapagos. This is very dangerous as the vaccine is often ‘live’ and 
as such, is illegal to import onto the islands. There is a possibility that distemper can be passed onto sea lions, 
especially with the use of smuggled live vaccines.   
 
Dr. Godfrey Merlen, Dr. Edison Encalada and many organizations are currently investigating the use of a 
recombinant sub unit distemper vaccine for the cats and dogs of the Galapagos. Careful research and analysis 
is being conducted by the scientific community and pharmaceutical companies to find out if it is beneficial to 
use such a vaccine on the Galapagos. It is a controversial issue; AB is on stand-by to assist after the decision 
has been made. We will keep you apprised of the situation.  
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the sterilization campaign was a great success. Animal Balance had not held a campaign on 
Santa Cruz in 2009 as there were political problems with CIMEI. However, now those have been resolved and 
we can work together again. An indication of support was quite evident when the assistant to the Mayor of 
Santa Cruz Island told me that he was delighted that we were working with CIMEI again and invited us to come 

http://www.animalbalance.net/files/Shelter_statement.pdf


back each year. He was also very encouraged that we were working with CIMEI to increase the number of 
Ecuadorian clinic team members in order that the CIMEI take over the management of the clinics. 
 
San Cristobal will be holding its own sterilization MASH clinic in November, which is an excellent example to 
the other 2 CIMEI’s.  
 
Isabela is still recovering from the devastating poison attacks and so there are fewer animals there presently. 
We will however continue to work with CIMEI to establish more campaigns in the future and help them to build 
capacity. 
 
We will continue to tell the world that Bulldogs, Siberian Huskies and Cocker Spaniels do not belong on the 
Galapagos. The attributes these dogs were historically bred for are not suitable for a tropical environment and 
their breeding in this setting will only result in suffering as they struggle to adapt. The authorities must receive 
international pressure to stop this trade. The authorities know exactly who is doing it and when, yet they have 
been unable to stop the smuggling. The dogs will be bringing new diseases to the islands and not only will the 
dog population suffer, but so will many other species. The dogs and cats are not to blame - this is a problem 
caused solely by human greed. 
 
The CIMEI and AB will continue to work together to sterilize the animals en mass and build capacity within 
CIMEI so the animal medical, adoption and outreach programs can be sustainable. We are confident that we 
can achieve this in the next 5 years. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Thank you to the volunteers and CIMEI who worked so hard to help ALL the animals of the Galapagos: 

 
Alice Ng, Chelsea Mai, Jamie Mai, Elizabeth Peach, Dr. Byron Maas, Dr. Larry Richman, Ron Wexler, Shelby 
Davis, Mary Ann Wenzel, Ryan Wenzel, Karen Straight, Sara Heslop, Dr. Ruben Aleman, Jodi Fechner, Dr. 

Jenna Moiser, Kevin Weaser, Monica Wyder, Tim  Wyder, Cindy Sharpley, Connie Varnhagen, Dr. Lexie Ng, 
Dr. Polly Compston, Kay Cooper, Kathleen Krasker, Kay Cooper, Rachel Baird, Leah Cowburn, Patty 

Dingham, Allison Cardona, Donna Hobbs-Powell, Stu Sugarman, Riley Sugerman-Crandall, Kathy Hamilton, 
Ximena Herrera, Monica Morgado, Michelle Arroyo, Dr. Edison Encalada, Gabriela Rosero, Patricio Callera, 
Gabreila Vallejo, Tania Rosero Gomez, Christian Andres Arroto, Rolando Tupiza, Lady Arios, Rommel Saa, 

Renato Herrera, Dr.Rita, Dr. Paola Moreno, all the CIMEI staff, Dr. Jose Galecio and the Peace Corp 
volunteers on Isabela Island. Thank you to Vanessa Schulz of 21st Paradigm films for many of these great 

photos. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


