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Summary 
Animal Balance carried out an intensive sterilization campaign on Isabela Island, 
Galapagos, Educador, from April 22nd through to May 30th, 2004.  During the four weeks 
that the temporary Animal Balance clinic was open, 321 cats and dogs were sterilized 
that live in the Municipality zones, which are comprised of the fishing village of Puerto 
Villamil and the Highlands. 
 
As important as the statistical data, was the obvious positive results of our community 
outreach efforts. At the beginning of the project few people took an interest in their pets 
and tended to see them as either a’ useful item’ such as having a dog for guarding or 
hunting and having a cat to catch the mice and rats. By the end of the four week project 
local people were attending dog-training classes, walking their dogs on leashes, providing 
food, water, shelter and most importantly positively interacting with and being proud of 
their pets. 
 
Logistics 
Animal Balance formed a partnership with the Municipality (CIMEI) and the Galapagos 
National Park Service in 2003 in order to establish the program. They provided the 
temporary clinic space at the Darwin Research laboratory, housed at the Tortoise 
Breeding Center site, which was a large room with electricity and running water. The 
CIMEI provided three people to assist and their Veterinarian, Dr. Ruben. The GNPS 
provided the space, transport and logistical advice. 
 
To transport all the clinic and field equipment we formed a partnership with the Sea 
Shepherd Conservation Society as their ship, the Farley Mowat, was headed to the 
Galapagos Islands in April. She carried all our supplies for free to Santa Cruz where they 
were then transferred onto the Guadalupe River, a GNPS boat, before finally being 
shipped to Isla Isabela on May 7th. 
 
The Animal Balance Team lived in local hostels and ate at the local cafes with the local 
people. Our rule was that we must eat and stay at all the businesses and ‘spread the 
wealth’.  It was critical that each team member converse with every shopkeeper, every 
child and every family in Spanish in a positive and fun way. We found this strategy really 
helped us to quickly build trust and get to know the people and their animals.  
 
The Animals 
All the animals have guardians. We had expected high numbers of colonies of feral cats 
and stray dogs, however that was not the case. Each animal had a guardian and each 
animal was being fed and considered ‘owned’ by someone in the village. 
 
Most of the dogs are very timid and scared when first approached. After a few minutes of 
talking gently with them they come to you and they lie on their backs in a submissive 



position. After a few minutes they wag their tail and are friendly. They are all odd sizes 
and shapes, however the majority are brown and about 35 pounds. 
 
Typical Galap dogs picture. 
 
Occasionally you can see where a pure bred dog has been smuggled in, Eg one set of 
dogs all had blue eyes as a Husky had been introduced. The dogs in the Highlands often 
had big heads, which may be a result of the small gene pool. 
 
The cats tended to be brown tabbies or orange and white patch cats. The striking 
characteristic was their huge, extremely long tails. Many tails reached beyond the cats 
ears when stretched backwards.  The majority of the cats had been socialized by the 
children when kittens so it didn’t take long to get their confidence and pet them. 
 
Cat pic. 
 
 
Original Project Goals and Final Results 
1. Sterilize the maximum number of cats and dogs establishing zero population 
growth, followed by a decline in the populations through natural attrition. 
 
In four weeks we sterilized: 

Cats Dogs 
Total sterilized 81 240  
Spayed 37 77  
Castrated 44 65 
Neutersol Injections 0 98 
Others Treated 11 10 
Census Data (April 2001 CIMEI) 150 320 
Total % sterilized 54% 75%  
Total % treated and sterilized 61% 78% 
Local Vet sterilizations 9 43 
Grand total sterilized 60% 88% 
 
The GNPS and CIMEI will be taking another census at the end of the year to confirm that 
the populations have stopped growing. 
 
2. Attain accurate statistical data on cat and dog populations.  
 
Database 
AVID designed a database for the project. It allowed us to enter a digital photo of the 
animal, the microchip number, guardian information and medical information. This was 
then printed and given to the guardian so that they could take responsibility for the 
animals’ welfare. The CIMEI has a copy of the database and we have one in the US. 
 



 
Add doggie mug shot. 
 
 
Additional Use. 
The GNPS will also make use of the database by using it to track the Giant Tortoises. Up 
to now they have used excel spreadsheets or paper notes. By using the AVID database 
they can easily track the released tortoises and follow their progress. The tortoises receive 
the same microchips as the dogs. 
 
Change in Data 
In December 2003 the GNPS had stated there were 1,400 dogs and 800, however in April 
2004 the CIMEI took a detailed census by visiting each home and found there to be 
approximately 350 dogs and 150 cats. After we had arrived and been given the new lower 
numbers the GNPS informed me that they had approximated the numbers and then 
projected ahead for one year.  
 
Animal Balance had collected and purchased enough supplies for the larger numbers 
therefore we had more supplies than we needed for this one project. This was fantastic 
news as we were able to give the local veterinarian, Dr. Ruben, enough supplies for one 
year and then store the remaining supplies in the GNPS warehouse ready for the next 
project. Few ships travel directly from the US to the Galapagos so it was good that we 
had taken full advantage of their offer and packed the hull with supplies as it will help the 
islands animals in the next few years. 
 
 
3. All sterilized cats will be identified by a tip in the ear. Dogs will be micro-chipped. 
 
Each cat had their ear tipped. The local people did not mind the tip and found it useful as 
so many of their kittens look alike. All the dogs received a microchip and we shaved a 
patch of hair below the tail on the back so the Animal Balance team would know who 
was already sterilized. The CIMEI are now using the scanners to return animals that have 
escaped. 
 
4. The migration of cats into the Park from the town will cease. 
 
The cats tended to stay close to home. In the daytime they sleep but they were being fed 
by locals at night-fall and then dug through any garbage bags that were left out. Few bags 
were being left out as the black plastic bags attract a non-native frog, which the Park is 
trying to eradicate. Everyone has been asked to not leave out garbage. 
 
As there was an abundance of leftovers being left out for them the cats did not enter the 
Park areas. We did see cats chase lizards but most were just playing rather than searching 
for food. We did not see any cats on the beach or stalking birds.  
 



The kittens are being killed by free-roaming dogs. Although the CIMEI and GNPS were 
not interested in sterilizing the cats Animal Balance pushed for this to happen as we 
know that as soon as the dog population is under control the cat population will increase.  
 
5. The community will be physically and emotionally involved, therefore establishing a 
connection between humans and animals, fostering an interest in the local ecology. 
 
At first the local people were distrustful and a rumor spread around that we were there to 
kill the cats and dogs because of our association with the CIMEI. The locals had good 
reason to be suspicious as the Municipality has put out poison to kill cats and dogs in the 
past. We overcame this by having radio announcements and interviews about the project 
and what incentives we could offer the guardians such as collars, leashes, food and 
bowls. A local leader who is well respected and trusted, Mathias Espinosa, videoed the 
clinic at work and then held a community meeting at the local favorite meeting hall. The 
local people asked questions and watched the video. We then had a ‘doggie-bath-in’ in 
front of the Municipality building and demonstrated how much AB loves animals. We 
shampooed and toweled down the dogs and the local people curiously watched us. 
 
After that the trust was re-established and they signed up to have their animals sterilized. 
The AB capture team visited every house and asked every person about their animals. By 
going door to door the local people got to know us and felt more comfortable about the 
care the animals would receive. 
 
Besides sterilizing the cats and dogs we organized a huge public education campaign. We 
held 3 competitions to get people involved in their animals’ welfare. 
 
 
5.  Local fears concerning any perceived health issues associated with cats and dogs 
will be alleviated. 
6. The local community will be informed regarding humane pet care. 
7.The local Veterinarian will have learnt surgical skills and can continue where 
necessary. 
 
 
 
Chronological Report 
Outreach Phase 
From April 22nd to April 30th we carried out the outreach phase. We met with each 
political leader and reminded them about the goals of the project and outlined the 
method. We then went door to door and told local people about the project. The CIMEI 
had already started a radio campaign and AB joined forces with them and had 
commercials running each hour. Many homes do not have telephone so radio is the best 
way to reach most people as nearly everyone listens to Radio Isabela. During the census 
the CIMEI had visited each house and had created a list of every household listing which 
animals they had, how many and if they wished to have them sterilized. 



 
We also worked with the local ecology school, the CEA. We made plans to have a mural 
painting competition on the side walls of the school, a best guardian competition and a 
dogs show at the end of the month. We also planned humane education classes for the 
children. 
 
During the same time period the building team started constructing the dog cages. As the 
Farley Mowat ship had not arrived with our supplies they built the cages from wood that 
they found in scrap piles and chicken wire. Local carpenters lend them tools and they 
built 2 x 20 foot long cages and 3 surgery tables.  As we were borrowing the clinic 
building we made sure that no holes or any damage occurred to the building.  
 
The first team of veterinarians, techs and trappers arrived on May 2nd. They stayed for a 
two-week shift and then the next team arrived for the next two weeks. The first team 
consisted of the 3-person Neutersol Team, 3 veterinarians, a pharmacist, 3 vet 
technicians, 3 clinic assistants, 4 animal capturers and a videographer. The second team 
was comprised of 2 veterinarians, one surgeon, 3 vet techs, 3 clinic assistants and 3 
animal capture experts. A follow up team of 3 are currently in the village packing away, 
stock checking and redistributing the extra equipment. Animal Balance paid the flights 
for 3 vets and 2 techs on each team, the remaining 25 people paid their own way. 
 
Week One 
The Animal Balance clinic opened on May 3rd for four weeks.  As the ship had not 
arrived by week one we did not have our equipment so team one carried down enough 
supplies and drugs to start with the Neutersol injections and cat surgeries. We took names 
and addresses of people who wanted their female dogs spayed or had kittens for the 
following week. 
 
When the surgical team arrived a rumor spread amongst the villagers that we were there 
to kill the cats and dogs. The village is very small (4 miles wide and long) and everyone 
knows each other or are related. We believe that the local people were concerned by the 
new outsiders wearing scrubs and carrying traps. Soon everyone had decided to keep 
their dogs and cats in their homes and the streets and beach were empty.  This told us two 
things 1) that the villagers really loved their animals and 2) that they all had guardians. 
There were very few stray dogs. Due to this we changed our strategy. Rather than 
trapping the animals we decided to go door to door and talk to each household about 
sterilizing their animals. 
 
First however we had to overcome the negative sentiment. We did radio interviews 
telling people how safe the surgeries are and the benefits to them and their animals. We 
also listed the incentives that were on the ship, the leashes and collars, bowls and food 
that would soon arrive. A local and well respected dive instructor and conservationist 
Mathias Espinosa came to the clinic to video the operations. We then held a community 
meeting at a local meeting room and invited people to ask questions about the 
procedures. We then carried out ‘doggie bath-ins’ in front of the Municipality building. 



People saw this fun activity and curiously gathered around. They could plainly see that 
we loved the animals and were not going to kill them. Finally after two days the dogs and 
cats were let out of the homes. We knew they could not keep in them in for long as they 
are not accustomed to keeping their pets in their homes. 
 
Towards the end of the first week the local people started to agree to have their animals 
sterilized. The men were really interested in the Neutersol as it meant the dog could keep 
his testicles and still have enough testosterone to guard the home or hunt. We found that 
Neutersol was a very useful tool in this environment and culture. (see results chart at 
end). 
 
The Farley Mowat arrived the next weekend. At this time the Fishermen were threatening 
to strike over the length and catch size of the sea cucumber catch and the SS were there to 
stop any illegal fishing and to support the GNPS stand against the Fishermen’s demands 
so the GNPS decided to transfer all AB’s supplies onto their ship and bring them to 
Puerto Villamil. They were concerned that the locals, who are 80% fishermen, would 
view Animal Balance negatively if we were associated with the SS.  The supplies were 
unloaded onto barges then onto cattle trucks and taken to the AB clinic. The AB team 
then spent the weekend putting together anesthesia machines and organizing the clinic. 
 
Week Two 
On Monday we were a fully operational clinic. We had split into 2 teams, the clinic team 
and outreach team. The outreach team went house to house each morning and afternoon 
picking up and dropping off animals. We used the local taxis that drove Toyota flatbed 
pick ups. The capture team would hold the animals safely in the back while transporting 
them to and from the clinic. 
 
Each dog was micro-chipped, had a digital picture taken, given Revolution, sterilized and 
a patch of hair below their tail on their back was shaved so we could quickly ID them. 
Each cat was given Revolution, sterilized and had their ear tipped. 
 
A team went to each home that had already had their animals sterilized and delivered the 
promised leashes, collars, bowls and food bags. People were very happy to receive these 
items and would often let us take another animal to be sterilized. Each home had about 7 
dogs and the most treasured dog would be held until all the others had recovered from 
surgery okay and then given to us for sterilization. 
 
On Saturday morning we held the first ever dog training class in Puerto Villamil. When 
the AB tem went to meet the guardians and dogs only the dogs were there. The guardians 
had thought we were going to be able to train the dogs without them. We quickly went to 
each home and brought the guardian along to the training. Within an hour all the dogs 
were walking correctly on their leash and sitting on command. The local people were 
thrilled. 
 
Week Three 



In addition to the regular Animal Balance clinic that served the animals of the village we 
sent a satellite team to the Highlands. The Highlands are green and tropical compared 
with the village that is very dry and comprised of volcanic lava. The farms are approx. 20 
minutes apart from each other. Each farm has about 10 dogs. We announced on Radio 
Isabela that we would be coming on certain days to sterilize their animals. People were 
ready for the truck when it arrived and gave us their animals to sterilize. We performed 
the surgeries and Neutersol injections on the back of the pick up truck. We gave the 
people collar, leashes and food and in return they gave us bananas, pineapples and 
oranges. The satellite team became friendly with the farm owners and when they revisited 
each one for re-checks a few days later they were often invited in their homes.  
 
When re-checking the dogs we found that many spay sites had opened up and that 4 dogs 
had a bad reaction to Neutersol. We brought each dog back to the clinic for treatment. 3 
of the dogs that had been given Neutersol had their testicles removed and the fourth one 
was given antibiotics. The spay sites were treated and we monitored any dog that needed 
extra time to recover. 
 
This taught us that the aftercare that the animals were receiving was minimal. Often the 
dogs would run back to the beach and borrow in the sand or climb hot black lava rocks 
and lie down.  Both these activities impacted their recovery. As such the Veterinarians 
changed their protocols slightly leaving glue on the spay site and changing the stitch 
pattern. 
 
Animal Balance also worked with the local ecology school, the CEA. They had just built 
a new classroom to help with the ever-increasing number of children that live in Villamil. 
Animal Balance bought cement and paint and we covered 3 large walls with cement and 
whitewashed them. That weekend the children and their parents who were split into 3 
groups, painted each wall with a mural depicting how all animals can live in harmony and 
share the same space if humans take responsibility for their pets. The local people worked 
very hard and created 3 amazing murals. They were part of a competition, which was to 
be held the following week. 
 
On Saturday we had our second dog training class. There was a staggering turn out, about 
30 dogs and people came. We divided the dogs into age groups and worked with them for 
an hour and a half. The local people were eager to learn how to control their dogs. 
 
Week Four 
By this time we had sterilized about 80% of the dogs in the village so we pushed further 
into the Highlands. We brought the female dogs back to the clinic in the village for 
sterilization and rechecked all the dogs that had previously been sterilized.  
 
On Monday the CIMEI and AB held Puerto Villamil’s first Pet Competition. The event 
had been announced on the radio. The radio DJ’s brought their equipment and were the 
DJ’s for the event. The loud music attracted more people from the village.  
 



On Wednesday we were asked to close the clinic as the Fishermen were going to hold 
their strike. We had planned on stopping on Thursday so we only lost one day due to the 
strike. 
 
Lessons Learned on the Isabela Project On the Method. 
 

● The majority of the team must speak Spanish well. 
● That 100% trapping may not be the only approach, that small amounts of 

trapping, careful not to arouse attention to ones self, or to show people how to 
trap or catch cats in their own homes, door to door is 90% of the project. 

● Pick up team must have a list and go from house to house (there are no street 
addresses in the village, many people have the same last name so you need to 
really work with someone that knows everyone in the village and where they live. 
The taxi drivers were fantastic at this part. One taxi driver even started explaining 
aftercare instructions and assisting the team with pickup duties and release. He 
became very much involved in our work and a good friend. 

● Clinic teams work better with a more skilled volunteers 
● The distance from the clinic to the town was XX miles and this caused some 

problems as: 
We became very tired walking in the sun back and forth and the radios didn’t reach the 
clinic. Communication was hard for everyone.  
It became expensive in taxis to transport the animals around the village but it was the 
only option. 

● Quality time off really helps moral. Trips etc. everyone loved them. “I saw the 
biggest ray ever” etc.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


