
 
 

The Mangrove Finch Project: saving a critically endangered 
species from the brink of extinction 
Highlights from CDF Executive Director Dr Arturo Izurieta’s talk on 22 January 2018 
 
Background 
The population of the critically endangered mangrove finch consists of approximately 100 
individuals. Historically, the finch was distributed throughout mangrove forests on Isabela 
and Fernandina islands in Galapagos, but today the species is only found in 30 hectares in 
north-west Isabela. In addition to this tiny habitat range, the main threat comes from 
introduced species, namely predation by invasive rats and parasitism from Philornis downsi 
fly larvae that frequently kills more than 90% of chicks hatched each year. Without a 
dedicated conservation effort, there is a very real risk that this species will go extinct in the 
near future.  

The project 
The Mangrove Finch Project was set up by the 
Charles Darwin Foundation (CDF) and the 
Galapagos National Park in 2006 at which time 
there were only an estimated 60 individuals left. 
The project undertook population surveys and 
implemented the control of invasive rats. In 
2010, with seed funding from Galapagos 
Conservation Trust (GCT), research also started 
into how to control Philornis which is known to 
affect at least 16 endemic bird species in 
Galapagos. This research is ongoing and crucial 
for species conservation.  

In 2014, due to the high mortality of wild mangrove finch nestlings from Philornis larvae, a 
‘head-starting’ programme was started where eggs are collected, the hatchlings are reared 
in captivity and then released back into the wild. GCT have been a major funder of this 
work since the beginning.   

Successes to date 
Thanks to the head-starting programme, the 
first mangrove finch hatched in captivity in 
2014. Since then, 39 fledglings have been 
released back into the wild and in 2017, two of 
the hand-reared birds were seen paired up 
with wild partners – an encouraging sign that 
this project is helping the population to 
recover. This work is challenging both 
technically and logistically, and advances in 
protecting wild nestlings from Philornis 
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parasitism are crucial, but this is a huge step in the aim to increase the population size and 
geographical range of this critically endangered species.   
 
Looking to the Future 
There is much more work to do to save the mangrove finch from extinction but we believe 
that with adequate resources, we can ensure a future for this species. 
 
With your support in 2018 - 2019, we are aiming to: 
 
 Publish a new Conservation Action Plan for 

the mangrove finch (to outline activities to 
protect this species to the end of 2020). 

 Continue monitoring mangrove finch 
populations through conducting annual 
breeding season counts and undertaking 
capture, marking and re-sightings of 
marked birds.  

 Increase fledging success during the 2018 
and 2019 seasons by a) continuing head-
starting activities and b) in situ nest 
management (e.g. with bird-safe 
insecticides) to reduce Philornis parasitism. 

 Decrease nest predation by invasive rats through continuation of predator control 
management with the Galapagos National Park. 

 Increase the capacity of local staff to undertake conservation activities for the project.  
 Increase the awareness of the mangrove finch and its plight in local communities on 

Isabela and other Islands.  
 To share all results of the project with project partners, collaborators and the wider 

scientific community for maximum impact. 
 
If you would like to know more about this project please contact Jen Jones via 
jen@gct.org. If you would like to help us in our mission to conserve the unique species of 
Galapagos, including the mangrove finch, please help us by donating today. 
 
 
The Mangrove Finch Project is bi-institutional project carried out by CDF and the 
Galapagos National Park in collaboration with San Diego Zoo Global, Auckland Zoo and 
Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust. Funders include Galapagos Conservation Trust, The 
Leona M. and Harry B. Helmsley Charitable Trust, Durrell Wildlife Conservation Trust, 
individual donors via the International Community Foundation, Marguerite Griffith-Jones, 
GESS Charitable Trust, Decoroom Limited, Holbeck Charitable Trust, Friends of Galapagos 
Switzerland, Fondation Ensemble, the Prince Bernhard Nature Fund and The British 
Embassy in Ecuador. 
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