
 

GCT digital Galapagos giant tortoise pack 
Thank you for downloading Galapagos Conservation Trust digital Galapagos giant tortoise 
pack! Read on to learn more about Galapagos giant tortoises, why they are under threat, 
and what we are doing to help them. Plus there’s a fun activity at the end! 
 

Where do giant tortoises live? 
The Galapagos giant tortoise is one of the most famous animals of the Galapagos Islands, 
with the Archipelago itself being named after them (Galapágo is an old Spanish word for 
tortoise). Giant tortoises arrived in Galapagos from mainland South America two to three 
million years ago, where they diversified into 14 species, differing in their morphology and 
distribution. After the death of Lonesome George in 2012, who was the last Pinta island 
tortoise, 12 living species are thought to remain in Galapagos across ten islands. 

Learn more about Galapagos giant tortoises here: 
galapagosconservation.org.uk/wildlife/galapagos-giant-tortoise  

 

Galapagos Tortoise Movement Ecology 
Programme 

 

 

© GTMEP 

The Galapagos giant tortoise is one of the most iconic species on the Archipelago. Driven 
to extinction on some islands and the brink of extinction on others, tortoises are slowly 

https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/tag/lonesome-george/
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/wildlife/galapagos-giant-tortoise


 
recovering but remain threatened. There are three major threats to the giant tortoise 
populations: invasive species, urbanisation and land-use changes, which all stem from 
human disturbance. Galapagos Conservation Trust are supporting the Galapagos Tortoise 
Movement Ecology Programme to improve our understanding of the ecology of these 
iconic reptiles in order to inform future conservation strategies.  

 

 

10 things you might not know about Galapagos 
giant tortoises 

1. Galapagos giant tortoises can grow from 50g to 175kg in as little as 15 years. 
2. Similar to tree rings, the great age that Galapagos giant tortoises reach (over 150 

years!) can be traced from the layers of plate on their shells. 
3. Life is slow for a Galapagos giant tortoise: walking at around 0.16 miles per hour 

(compared to a human at around 2.8 miles per hour) and sleeping for around 16 hours 
per day. 

4. Galapagos giant tortoises can survive without anything to eat or drink for over a year. 
5. Unlike humans where genes determine sex, if the egg of the Galapagos giant tortoise 

is incubated at a warmer temperature, the individual inside becomes female. 
6. Until eight million years ago, giant tortoises lived on every habitable continent (except 

Antarctica), but now there are only a few species left: one species on the Aldabra Atoll 
in the Indian Ocean and 12 species throughout the Galapagos Archipelago in the 
Pacific Ocean. 

https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/invasive-species-in-galapagos/
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/projects/galapagos-tortoise-movement-ecology-programme/
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/projects/galapagos-tortoise-movement-ecology-programme/


 
7. Giant tortoises on Santa Fe island were hunted to extinction in the mid-1800s before 

the species could even be described or named by scientists. 
8. Despite the Floreana island giant tortoise becoming extinct on its home island in the 

mid-1800s due to hunting, descendants with its genes were discovered on Isabela 
island in 2015, having been unintentionally relocated to the island by whalers. 

9. After over a century of being presumed extinct, an elderly female Fernandina island 
giant tortoise was discovered in 2019, which has been taken into captivity with the 
hope that a male will also be discovered. 

10. Española island giant tortoises were so rare (estimated at 12 females and three males 
in the 1970s) that they were taken into a captive breeding program, which has now 
successfully reared over 2,000 giant tortoises. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Threats to giant tortoises 

Galapagos giant tortoise populations suffered huge declines due to exploitation by 
whalers, buccaneers and fur sealers between the late 1500s and 1700s. The 
tortoises provided a source of fresh meat which could be kept alive on a ship for 
several months without any food or water. This resulted in the loss of between 
100,000 and 200,000 tortoises. They were also exploited for their oil which could 
be used for burning in lamps. 
 
The introduction of several species by humans has had further devastating effects 
on tortoise populations. Invasive species, such as rats, pigs and ants predate 
tortoise eggs; feral dogs attack adult tortoises; cattle and horses trample nests, and 
goats compete with tortoises for food. Tortoises are also affected by barriers to the 
migration routes such as farmland fencing and roads, and there are possible health 
issues from being in close proximity with farm animals. At least two species of giant 
tortoise are thought to have gone extinct – including the Pinta tortoise, whose last 
known survivor, Lonesome George, passed away in June 2012. 
 

 
 

Fernandina giant tortoise 
As we stated in the ‘10 facts’ above, in 2019, a tortoise was found on Fernandina 
island - for the first time in over 100 years. An expedition, led by the Galapagos 
National Park and Galapagos Conservancy, found Fernanda the female tortoise in 
the lowlands of the island. 
 
The Fernandina giant tortoise was presumed to be extinct. The first and only 
tortoise of the species was identified in 1906 and, given the frequency of volcanic 

https://www.discoveringgalapagos.org.uk/discover/human-history/exploring-galapagos/whalers-pirates/
https://www.discoveringgalapagos.org.uk/discover/human-history/exploring-galapagos/whalers-pirates/
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/studying-galapagos-giant-tortoise-health-on-alcedo-volcano/
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/studying-galapagos-giant-tortoise-health-on-alcedo-volcano/


 
eruptions on the island, it was thought unlikely that another individual would ever 
be found. However, anecdotal evidence suggested otherwise with reports of 
tortoise droppings and footprints. The 2019 survey was the first extensive survey 
for tortoises on the island and, along with the tortoise, they found further footprints 
and excrement in other areas of the island. They are now searching for a mate for 
Fernanda, who has been removed from the island to keep her safe. 
 

Find out more! 

Discovering Galapagos discoveringgalapagos.org.uk is our educational programme 
that aims to engage and educate children in the UK and Ecuador via a bilingual, 
multi-media learning resource. You can find loads of amazing online resources and 
lesson plans! 
 

Get involved! 
• Become a citizen scientist: Visit our citizen science portal and use your 

detective skills to have a direct impact on our vital marine conservation work 
citsci.discoveringgalapagos.org.uk 

• Become a member 
• Visit our shop 

 
 

 
 

 

discoveringgalapagos.org.uk
citsci.discoveringgalapagos.org.uk
https://galapagosconservation.org.uk/get-involved/membership/
galapagosconservation.org.uk/shop


Colorear:

La cabeza (the head)                 marron

El caparazón (the shell) verde

La cola (the tail)                         negro

Los piernes (the feet)                naranja

El ojo (the eye)                           azul

Vamos a hablar español! Colorear la tortuga gigante!  

Image from http://www.supercoloring.com/coloring-
pages/realistic-galapagos-tortoise
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