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.-\ 'Ight that truly Impressed William Beebe dunng his visit to the Galapagos In 1923 was the great 
abundance of land Iguanas on [sla Baltra (South Seymour). So numerous were they that according to 
Beebe (1924): "Every cactus. every small Isolated bush of Cordia or AcaCia or Bursera o;heltered a lizard. 
and all big ones." There was no reason for Beebe to suspect that land Iguanas on Baltra would ever be an~ 
less abundant than at the time of hiS Visit. 

In the early 1930's a fortuitous event occurred. the significance of which would not be appreciated until 
many years later. Along on one of Hopkins' expeditions was a SCientist named Perkins who found It 
puzzling that literally hundreds of land iguanas thrived on South Seymour while none lived on ~orth 
Seymour. a small islet approximately one kilometre away. Perkins apparently decided it would be 
interesting to see if land iguanas could survive on North Seymour so he transported between 20 and 30 
animals from Baltra to the smaller island. 

Presumably land iguanas continued to fare well on both Baltra and North Seymour for the next decade or 
so. The situation changed drastically. however. with the advent of the Second World War. At that time. 
the Unlled States was permitted to build a military base on Baltra for the purpose of monitonng enemy 
approaches to the Panama Canal. By the time the United States flag was taken down in [946. land iguanas 
were extinct on Baltra. The combined effects of constructing the military base and airfield. and the 
senseless killing of iguanas by U.S. mtlitary personnel had taken a grave toll. Today, the land iguanas 
remaining on ~orth Seymour represent the only surviving members of the original Baltra popUlation. 
having themselves survived heavy use of North Seymour as a practice bombing target dUring U.S. 
occupation. Indeed, when my wife Donna and I visited North Seymour 10 February 1981 we observed 
spent bomb fragments littering the entire eastern plateau and found active iguana burrows within metres 
of old bomb craters. 

In 1979, Howard and Heidi Snell, herpetologists working at the Darwin Station, surveyed the land Iguana 
population on ~orth Seymour and found no more than 20 surviving adults (Snell and Snell. 19"19). By 
companng measurements of existing animals with a collection of Baltra specImens preserved at the 
California Academy of Sciences, they determined that the animals remaining on North Seymour \\,ere 
from the ongmal introduction by Perkins. While they found evidence of nesting, no young animals were 
encountered, indicating a complete lack of hatchling survivorship on North Seymour. The reason for thiS 
may be two-fold: Galapagos snakes and frigatebirds may predate the young. and the dry nature of ~orth 
Seymour may not allow for sufficient production of those plant foods needed by young iguanas. 

In co-operation with Miguel Cifuentes, Superintendent of the Galapagos National Park. the Snells brought 

a pair of adult iguanas to the Darwin Station in January 1980. These animals became part of the JOint 
Statton/Park captive breeding programme for land iguanas, which also Includes animals from the islands 
of Isabela and Santa Cruz. On 14 January 1981. the female laid II eggs which then hatched on II \1ay 
1981 after artificial incubation. The young are presently being maintamed at the Station until they are 
large enough to be returned to the wild. 

This first successful breeding in captivity for these Baltra animals makes prospects for the population's 
,unival very strong. In the near future additional male and female land Iguanas will be brought from 
North Seymour for inclusion IOto the captive rearing programme at the Station. 

Lcdo. Fausto Cepeda. the present Supenntendent of the National Park. IS curfl"ntl~ working c'n an 
agreement with the EcuadOrIan mtlitary to allow for repopulation of Baltra \\, Ith offspring raised a[ the 
Station. 
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Land Iguana (Conolophus Subscristatus): Drawing by Heidi Snell 

It appears that measures taken to save this population were none too soon. as in November 1980 a dead 
land iguana was found by Dave Duffy while he was working with Blue-footed Boobies on North Seymour. 
and I found another dead in February 1981 while surveying the iguana population. Both aOlmals 
apparently died of natural causes, possibly old age. 
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