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Introduction

T h e  G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  (Za l o p h us w o l l e b ae k i) i s a so c i a l, w i t t y  spec i es t ha t o n l y  b ree ds o n  t he  

G a l á pa g os I s l a n ds an d o n  I s l a de l a P l a ta o u ts i de t he E c ua d o r i a n  c oas t. T h ese an i m a l s a re t he k e y  

p re da t o rs o f  t he G a l á pa g os a r c h i pe l a g o, an d ca n be f o u n d  o n  nea r l y  a l l  o f  t he d i f f e r e n t  i s l a n ds. T h e  

ca r n i v o r o us spec i es de pe n ds v e r y  m u c h  o n  i ts m a r i n e res o u r ces, an d  w i l l  o f t e n t ra ve l  f o r  da ys w i t h  t he  

p u r p ose o f  h u n t i n g  f o r  sa r d i n es. W h e n  t he sea l i o ns are n o t  b us y  h u n t i n g  f o r  f o o d, t he y  a re us ua l l y  

seen su n ba t h i n g, s l eep i n g  an d p l a y i n g  o n  t he sh o re l i ne.  T h e  p o l y g y n o us spe c i es f o r m  c o l o n i es i n  t he i r  

ha u l i n g-o u t  a reas. A  c o l o n y  us ua l l y  c o ns i s ts o f  a ha re m  w i t h  5-25 c o w s  an d  an a l p ha-m a l e b u l l  

de f e n d i n g  h i s te r r i t o r y  aga i ns t o t h e r ad u l t-m a l es.  W h i l e  t he a l p ha-m a l e i s us ua l l y  o u t  i n  t he w a t e r  

pa t r o l l i n g  h i s area, t he f e m a l e sea l i o ns an d  t he i r  p u ps o c c u p y  t he san d y  beac hes a l o n g  t he sh o re. T h e i r  

p l a y f u l  an d ta m e na t u r e at t r a c ts pe o p l e f r o m  a l l  o v e r  t he w o r l d, so m e t h i n g  t ha t a m o n g  o t he r t h i n gs  

ca use p r o b l e m s f o r  t he spec i es. I U C N  (International Union for Conservation of Nature) has l i s te d t he 
spec i es as en da n ge re d. I n  t he 1 960s t he r e w e r e ab o u t 20.000 – 50.000 i n d i v i d u a l s. T o d a y, t he r e are  

ab o u t  1 4.000 i n d i v i d u a l s. W h a t  are t he m a i n  reaso ns f o r  su c h a d ras t i c de c l i n e?

ENSO (El Niño Southern Oscillation)

E l  N i ñ o  S o u t he r n O s c i l l a t i o n  i s an e ve n t  ca us i n g  d r a m a t i c  c l i m a te c ha n ges ac r oss t he t r o p i ca l  Pac i f i c  

O c ea n. T h e  o cean i c  c o m p o ne n t, E l  N i ñ o, ca uses te m pe ra t u r e c ha n ges i n  t he su r f a ce w a t e rs, w h e reas  

t he a t m os p he r i c  c o m p o ne n t, t he S o u t he r n O s c i l l a t i o n, ca uses c ha n ges i n  t he su r f a ce p ress u re. T h e  

su r f a ce p ress u re i n c r eases w h e n  E l  N i ñ o  acc u m u l a tes w a r m  su r f a ce w a te rs, ca us i n g  i n c r eased  

p re c i p i t a t i o n  an d  a r i se i n  t he sea su r f a ce te m pe ra t u r e. W h e n  t he re i s n o  o cean u p w e l l i n g, t he n u t r i e n t-

de p l e te d su r f a ce w a te rs re m a i ns ra t he r t ha n be i n g  re p l a ce d b y  n u t r i e n t  r i c h  w a t e r. D u e  t o t h i s, e x t re m e  

a m o u n ts o f  f o o d  reso u r ces are re d u ce d, ca us i n g  ca tas t r o p h i c  c o nse q ue n ces f o r  t he m a r i n e o r ga n i s m s.



 T h e  G a l á pa g os I s l a n ds l i e i n  t he m a i n  a rea o f  w h e re t he E N S O  ac t i v i t y  i s e xe r te d. W i t h  t he d r as t i c  

de c l i ne i n  a va i l a b l e f o o d  reso u r ces, t he m o r t a l i t y  o f  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  i s h u m o n g o us.  

C o ns i de r i n g  t he f a c t  t ha t h u m a ns a ls o de pe n d  o n  f i s h i n g, t he y  de p l e te t he w a te rs e ve n  m o r e, an d  

p o p u l a t i o n  re c o v e r y  f o r  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  bec o m es e ve n m o r e d i f f i c u l t. D es p i t e e x i s t i n g  

re g u l a t i o ns m a de t o p r o t ec t t he spec i es, t he p r o b l e m  c o n t i n ues t o e x i s t. C l i m a t e m o d e l s a ls o sh o w  t ha t  

t he st re n g t h  an d f r e q ue n c y  o f  E l  N i ñ o  e ve n ts i n c r ease d ue t o g l o ba l  w a r m i n g. W h e n  te m pe ra t u r es a re  

h i g he r, i t  i s ha r d e r f o r  o cea n c u r r e n ts t o re l ease a l l  t he e x t r a hea t p u m pe d  i n t o  t he sea. T h e re f o r e, E l  

N i ñ o  w i l l  o c c u r  t o  he l p  t he w a te rs re l ease t h i s e x t ra hea t. O n  a ve ra ge, E N S O  o c c u rs e ve r y  f i f t h  y ea r.  

F o r  h o w  m a n y  m o r e y ea rs w i l l  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  spe c i es be ab l e t o su r v i v e su c h d r a m a t i c  

c o n d i t i o ns w h e n  n o  f u r t h e r re g u l a t i o ns are m a de? 

Tourism and immigration

T h e  G a l á pa g os sea l i o ns a re k n o w n  as t he “ W e l c o m e c o m m i t t ee” o f  t he G a l á pa g os I s l a n ds. W i t h  t he i r  

so c i a l  an d c u r i o us na t u r e, t he y  a t t r a c t pe o p l e f r o m  a l l  o v e r  t he w o r l d, as w e l l  as ap p r o a c h i n g  h u m a n  

i n ha b i t e d a reas t he mse l v es. E v e r y o ne w a n ts t o see t he i r  so m e w ha t c l u m s y  ap pea ra n ce o n  l a n d, o r  h o w  

t he y  i n  c o n t ras t a re ab l e t o p r o pe l  t he m se l v es t h r o u g h  t he w a te rs g ra ce f u l l y.

U n f o r t u n a te l y, t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o ns are e x t re m e l y  v u l n e ra b l e t o h u m a ns. W i t h  su n l o t i o n, s k i n  

re pe l l a n t  an d  a l l  o t he r  k i n ds o f  c he m i c a l s t ha t m o s t o f  t he t o u r i s ts use, i t  i s o f  o u t e r m os t  i m p o r t a n ce  

t ha t t he y  i g n o re t he u r ge o f  pe t t i n g  o r  t o u c h i n g  t he an i m a l s. M a n y  v i s i t o r s d o  n o t  ta ke t he p re cau t i o ns  

t ha t a re m a de ser i o us l y, an d  ca n n o t res is t t he te m p ta t i o n  o f  t o u c h i n g  t he sea l i o ns w h i l e v i s i t i n g  t he  

i s l a n ds, w h i c h  i s w h y  dea d sea l i o ns bec o m e a c o m m o n  s i g h t  o n  t he i s l a n d  h i k es.

A n o t h e r  p r o b l e m  i s t he c u r i o us na t u r e o f  t he spec i es. T h e y  a re d ra w n  t o w h e re t he h u m a ns l i v e  an d  

c o m e  i n  c o n ta c t  w i t h  f i s h  ne ts, h u m a n  w a s te an d  o t he r  e l e m e n ts t ha t m i g h t  ca use ser i o us da m a ge.  

S o m e i n ha b i t a n t s i g n o r e t he r u l es m a de an d p u t  u p  f i s h ne ts i n  p r o t e c te d areas, ca us i n g  e ve n  m o r e  

o bs tac l es f o r  t he en da n ge re d spec i es.

The uniqueness of the species

T h r o u g h  be ha v i o r a l  s t u d i es an d w i t h  e v i de n ce o n  a m o l e c u l a r  l e v e l, i t  i s i n deed sh o w n  t ha t t he  

G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  i s a sepa ra te spec i es f r o m  t he C a l i f o r n i a n  sea l i o n  an d  t he Japa nese sea l i o n. W i t h  

t h i s, t he r e are b o t h  ne ga t i v e an d  p os i t i v e  c o nseq ue n ces. S i n ce t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  spec i es i s  

en de m i c  t o t he i s l a n ds, n o  o t h e r i n d i v i d u a l s o f  t h i s spec i es ca n be rec r u i t e d i n t o  t he i s l a n d. I f  t he  

n u m be r  o f  i n d i v i d u a l s c o n t i n ues t o dec l i n e, t he spec i es w i l l  e ve n t ua l l y  be l os t w o r l d  w i d e. O n  t he  

o t he r ha n d, t he f a c t  t ha t i t  i s a u n i q ue spec i es c o u l d  ha ve a p os i t i v e e f f e c t o n  t he c o nse r v a t i o n  

m a na ge me n t. T h i s m i g h t  ca use st r o n ge r an d m o r e so l i d  p rese r v a t i o n  p l a ns t o ta k e ac t i o n, n o t  o n l y  f o r  

t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  spe c i es, b u t  f o r  t he w h o l e ar c h i p e l a g o.



The low genetic diversity

G e ne d i v e rs i t y  w i t h i n  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  spe c i es i s l o w e r  t ha n t ha t o f  t he C a l i f o r n i a n sea l i o n  

spec i es. S c i e n t i s ts be l i e v e t ha t t h i s m i g h t  be a resu l t  o f  re pea te d b o t t l e ne c ks, m ea n i n g  t ha t t he ca pa c i t y  

o f  t he en t i r e spec i es has been l i m i t e d  b y  t he n u m be r  o f  res o u r ces. T h i s m i g h t  ha ve o c c u r r e d as a resu l t  

o f  r e pea te d E l  N i ñ o  e ve n ts, see i n g  as t he G a l á pa g os ar c h i p e l a g o  l i es i n  t he p r i m a r y  re g i o n  o f  w h e r e  

t he E l  N i ñ o  ac t i v i t y  ta k es p l a ce. W h e n  t he ge ne v a r i e t y  i s l o w  w i t h i n  a p o p u l a t i o n, t h i s c o u l d  

e ve n t ua l l y  l ea d t o c r u c i a l  c o nse q ue n ces. T h e  p o p u l a t i o n  m i g h t  be c o m e m o r e v u l n e r a b l e t o  

en v i r o n m e n t a l  c ha l l e n ges an d  l ess res is ta n t  t o w a r ds d i seases. 

Conclusion

A f t e r  su m m a r i z i n g  t he d i f f e r e n t  f a c t o rs t ha t c o u l d  l ead t o e x t i n c t i o n  o f  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n, i t  i s  

o b v i o us t ha t m o r e spec i f i c  c o nse r v a t i o n  p r e ca u t i o ns nee d t o be m a de. T h e  f a c t  t ha t t he G a l á pa g os sea  

l i o n  n o w  i s p r o v e n  t o be ge ne t i c a l l y  u n i q ue, st re n g t h e ns t he case o f  a m o r e ag g ress i v e p l a n  t o u p h o l d  

t he m a r i n e rese r v e an d f i g h t  aga i ns t t he d i f f e re n t  t h r ea ts t ha t t he spe c i es enc o u n t e rs. W i t h  t he sma l l  

ge o g ra p h i ca l  ra n ge i n  w h i c h  t he G a l á pa g os sea l i o n  b r eeds, t he i n c r eas i n g  n u m be r  o f  t o u r i s ts an d  

i m m i g r a n ts e xe r ts a g r ea te r e f f e c t  o n  t he spec i es. T h e re f o r e i t  i s e x t re m e l y  i m p o r ta n t  t ha t e ve r y o ne  

respec ts t he r u l es g i v e n, espe c i a l l y  d ue t o t he E N S O  e ve n ts.

D e s p i t e t he l o w  ge ne v a r i e t y  i n  c o m pa r i s o n  t o t he C a l i f o r n i a n sea l i o n, e v i d e n ce d oes sh o w  t ha t t he re  

a re ec o l o g i ca l  an d  m o r p h o l o g i c a l  d i f f e re n ces a m o n g  t he spec i es. B e h a v i o r a l  c o n d i t i o ns, c o m pe t i t i v e  

spec i es, an d  t o so me e x t e n t, ge o g ra p h i ca l  i s o l a t i o n, are a l l  pa r ts o f  t h i s i n t r a-spec i f i c  e v o l u t i o n a r y  

p r o cess. I n  t he o r y, g i v e n  t ha t t he spec i es a re o f  h i g h l y  m o b i l e na t u r e, an y  ge ne t i c  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  

sh o u l d  n o t  o c c u r. H o w e v e r, s i n ce t he ge o g ra p h i ca l  i s o l a t i o n  see ms t o o n l y  p l a y  a s ma l l  r o l e, st u d i es  

sh o w  t ha t t he spec i es w i l l  c o n t i n ue t o d i v e r ge. H o p e f u l l y, pe o p l e w i l l  r ea l i ze t he i m p o r ta n ce o f  

p rese r v i n g  t he u n i q ue w i l d l i f e o f  t h i s w o r l d, an d  t he spec i es w i l l  c o n t i n ue t o l i v e  o n.
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