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August 2019 Galapagos Campaign Report 
 

Collaboration Is in the Air! 

 
The August 2019 Galapagos campaign was unlike any other in Animal Balance’s (AB) history.  

For the first time in 15 years, Emma Clifford arrived in the islands without a team of 

veterinarians and other volunteers prepared to perform hundreds of spay/neuter surgeries of 

Galapagos dogs and cats.  Instead, the prime focus was to meet and confer with all local 

stakeholders in order to assess the best way to complete building the framework for a truly 

sustainable humane cat and dog population management program on the archipelago.  The 

exciting news, after a whirlwind of community activities, back to back meetings and 

conversations with the municipalities, government entities and NGOs, is that we are at a 

breakthrough moment when all parties are (finally!) eager to implement a comprehensive model 

for all of Galapagos.   

 

Animal Balance was formed in 2004 to introduce humane population management of dogs and 

cats to these very special islands whose endemic species have contributed so fundamentally to 

human understanding of evolution and the interconnectedness of all life on earth over time.  In 

2004, poison was used on the islands to manage the dog and cat population.  Changing the 

community standard is a long process, and AB has worked step-by-step since 2004 with 

individuals and local organizations to reach this hopeful moment!   

 

During the last 15 years, AB’s work in the Galapagos has included many spay/neuter campaigns 

to the islands of Isabela, San Cristobal, Santa Cruz and Floreana. With these campaigns, AB 

introduced high-quality high-volume spay/neuter techniques and trained Ecuadorian 

veterinarians in these surgeries.  Also, AB supported legalization of lifesaving DHPP vaccines 

for dogs; carried out many humane education programs in the schools that promote the five 

freedoms, safety around dogs, and treating pets as family members. And AB developed activities 

and initiatives for local children, such as painting community murals and providing dog training 

classes for children on the islands. And recently, AB provided the foundation for community-

based sterilization programs for free-roaming cats using humane traps. Above all, AB has always 

emphasized the importance of protecting all species on the islands.   

 

We have had heady successes, setbacks and new challenges along the way.  In 2008, we 

celebrated the huge milestone of having an 80% sterilization rate for cats and dogs on the 

islands.  This is the point at which we could expect to experience a natural reduction in the cat 

and dog population.  Yet, at the same time, we began to see how the internet and popular culture, 
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which began reaching these islands 600 miles off the coast of Ecuador, were affecting people’s 

desires and yearnings about having pure bred dogs, which were increasingly smuggled into the 

islands, even though transporting cats and dogs to the islands is illegal.  At this time, the 

archipelago’s human population was also changing—with economic problems in continental 

Ecuador, people who could, moved to the Galapagos.  Additionally, tourism expanded greatly 

during this period, which brought more people and food sources for free roaming cats and dogs.  

The Galapagos Islands as a whole were becoming increasingly urbanized, and this added to the 

stresses of all species living on the islands, both endemic and introduced. 

 

By 2013, a new period of stability for cats and dogs on the islands began, as we saw the creation 

of what became our partner organization, the Agency for the Regulation and Control of the 

Biosecurity and Quarantine for Galapagos (ABG). This agency under the direction of the 

Ecuadorian Ministry of Environment, is responsible for managing all invasive species on the 

archipelago.  Previously, local municipalities had not made cat and dog issues a priority, and the 

formation of ABG brought a consistent, humane approach to dog and cat population 

management throughout the islands. Dr. Marilyn Cruz, the director of ABG, is a native 

Galapaganian, biologist, and veterinarian.  Her leadership has institutionalized the islands’ 

humane management philosophy that reaffirms the intrinsic value of cats and dogs and the 

special bond they share with humans. Her standing as a biologist and conservationist has given 

added value to her advocacy for community based humane cat and dog population management 

programs, as the most effective and sustainable approach.   

 

Dr. Cruz signed a ten-year cooperation agreement with Emma Clifford and AB, under which AB 

acts as the agency’s liaison for any other entities working on behalf of dogs and cats on the 

islands.  A recent addition to the agreement was the formation this year of a bioethics review 

committee for research and interventions on cats and dogs on the islands.  The committee is led 

by Dr. Cruz and Emma Clifford, with participation from committee members, Dr. John Boone 

(biologist/biostatistician) Dr. Julie Levy (University of Florida Shelter Medicine Program), Dr. 

Byron Maas, Dr. Susan Monger, and Valerie Benka of the Alliance for Contraception in Cats and 

Dogs (ACC&D).  

 

In spite of this strong new bond with an entity that consistently supports humane community-

based approaches, the past five years brought mixed results because of the continuing population 

growth pressures, and ABG’s limited resources. In 2018 AB determined that if we focused on 

supporting San Cristobal Island in developing a model humane community, where the dog/cat 

population was beginning to explode, this could create a blueprint for the other islands to follow.  

After our 2018 campaign to San Cristobal Island, we left with a renewed sense of optimism, as 

ABG had just hired a highly skilled new veterinarian for the island, Dr. Fernando Villa, who was 

actually born there and who had great rapport with the local community.  Our medical director 

trained Dr. Fernando in HQHV sterilization surgery, and was impressed with his all-around 

skills.  We believed that we could realistically set our sights on the 80% sterilization goal once 

again.  Dr. Fernando could provide day-to-day care to local cats and dogs, and perform 

spay/neuter as a routine part of his practice.  And we could support his work and achieve the 

80% sterilization rate by holding high-volume sterilization campaigns.   

 

We would soon suffer the disappointment of losing Dr. Fernando to drastic budget cuts at ABG, 
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caused by the Ecuador’s serious economic issues.  This is what prompted our August 

listening/assessment tour.  We needed to take a fresh look at how to build on the foundation we 

had worked so hard on, before our achievements were further eroded, which could only create a 

dangerous environment for the dogs and cats of Galapagos. 

 

Conclusion:  “The Arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice” 

 

Animal Balance arrived in San Cristobal on August 13, 2019, and were stunned and delighted at 

what we found, after our first three meetings that day, with the mayor and councilmembers of 

San Cristobal, with ABG, and with the Franz Weber Foundation.  The islands had just had 

elections in which new mayors and councilmembers were elected.  And the human communities 

on all islands are ready to transform the way their islands coexist with dogs and cats. 

 

For the first time in 15 years, a mayor asked Emma what his staff could do to support the work 

of AB on his island (this happened again the following week with the mayor of Santa Cruz!).  

And ABG committed to performing an island-wide door-to-door cat and dog census to be 

completed before November this year.  Most striking, is that the Franz Weber Foundation 

representatives had just introduced to the mayor and council a model humane domestic animal 

management ordinance that includes the requirement of 100% dog/cat sterilization.  They are 

reviewing this in detail during the month of September, and believe they have the majority 

needed on the council to approve the ordinance. 

 

Once the ordinance is approved, Franz Weber will begin to “socialize” the community to the new 

ordinance, in a series of door-to-door community visits supported by the municipality; ABG will 

perform the door-to-door census (which will identify sterilized v. non-sterilized cats/dogs), And 

AB will work with both Franz Weber and the municipality to prepare for a December 

spay/neuter campaign in which we expect to spay/neuter at least 300 dogs and 100 cats.  And AB 

will be able to perform all surgeries in the ABG surgery center (versus setting up satellite MASH 

clinics in the rural highlands), because ABG and the municipality have agreed to provide 

transport of dogs and cats to and from the clinic, which is often the greatest barrier for local 

community members’ taking advantage of the services. 

 

Animal Balance’s community work during the August campaign only reinforced how ready the 

community is.  Response to the AB pop-up vet clinics we carried out all week throughout the 

island, demonstrated how people’s pets have truly become family members, and how eager they 

are to care for them.  The Animal Balance veterinarian, Dr. Isa Naudin, examined 268 cats and 

dogs, vaccinated 86 dogs for DHPP, and cared for eight urgent cases and three emergencies.  

And AB’s Jessica Gonzalez, who participated in humane education programs with hundreds of 

children at three schools, recieved overwhelming responses from the children when she asked 

who had cats and dogs at home. 

 

Conversations and meetings AB had in Santa Cruz Island with the NGOs and municipality 

reflected the same eagerness to focus on creating a progressive and comprehensive approach to 

caring for dogs and cats on the islands.  Finally, after 15 years of working with the local 

community to develop humane education programs, providing needed skills, training, and 

resources, the people of the Galapagos Islands, supported by their municipal representatives, 
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ABG and AB, have reached a tipping point where, if we seize this moment, we will together be 

able to bring about transformational change on behalf of dogs and cats on the Galapagos, their 

humans, and all species living on the islands. We feel a sense of urgency about taking full 

advantage of this moment of great consequence and great possibilities. 

 

 


