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Giant Tortoises 

The giant tortoises of Galapagos are among the most famous of the unique fauna 
of the Islands.  While giant tortoises were once commonplace, the Galapagos 
tortoises now represent one of the two remaining groups of giant tortoises in the 
world.  The Galapagos Islands actually derive their name from these old 
giants.  The old Spanish 
word "galapago" meaning 
saddle, was used by early 
explorers for the tortoises, 
because of the shape of 
their shells.   

They are the largest 
species of tortoise, 
weighing as much as 
660lbs - the largest on 
record being 880lbs - and 
can grow to be about 4ft 
longs.  While the species is 
endemic to the islands, separate subspecies are found in 15 separate populations 
on 10 islands in the archipelago. Scientists believe that they colonized the 
eastern-most islands of Espanola and San Cristobal first and then dispersed from 
there. There is a great amount of variation in size and shape among Galapagos 
tortoises, however, two main morphological forms exist — the domed carapace 
(similar to their ancestral form) and the saddle-backed carapace. Domed tortoises 
tend to be much larger in size and they live on the larger, higher islands with 
humid highlands where forage is generally abundant and easily 
available.  Saddle-backed shells evolved on the arid islands in response to the 
lack of available food during drought.  The front of the carapace angles upward, 
allowing the tortoise to extend its head higher to reach the higher vegetation, 
such as cactus pads. 



Life expectancy in the wild is thought to be over 100 years, making it one of the 
longest-lived species in the animal kingdom. 

Human encroachment, hunting and the introduction of invasive species have 
caused their numbers to plummet over the years. and the species is on the 
"vulnerable to extinction" list.  

Land Iguanas 

Land iguanas are locally fairly common in the islands. They can grow to more 
than 3 feet long and weigh up to 30 pounds. They generally live in the arid areas 

of the Islands, and love to bask in 
the morning sun.  During the heat 
of the day, they seek shelter 
under cacti, rocks, trees or other 
vegetation. At night they sleep in 
burrows, to conserve body heat. 
They feed mainly on low-growing 
plants and shrubs, as well as fallen 
fruits and cactus pads. These 
succulent plants provide them with 
the moisture during long, dry 
periods. Land iguanas display a 
fascinating symbiotic interaction 
with Darwin’s finches, raising 
themselves off the ground to 
allow the little birds to remove 

ticks.  

There are 3 species of land iguanas: 

Yellowish land iguanas(Conolophus subcristatus) are native to six 
islands.  They are large with a yellowish-orange color, with dark brown 
areas.   Mature individuals develop some red coloration, especially in the mating 
season. The males are extremely territorial and will engage in head-burring 
battles to defend their territories.  Adult females are significantly smaller, are 
less brightly colored, and have smaller spines. 



The Santa Fe Iguana(Conolophus pallidus), as the name suggests, are confined 
to Santa Fe island.  They vary from whitish to dark brown in coloration and have 
dark brown blotches on their backs.   They differ from land iguanas in that they 
have a more extensive row of spines along their backs.  Males also have spines 
along their necks and tails. Some individuals have red eyes.  As with land 
iguanas they are fiercely territorial. 

The third species of land iguana (Conolophus marthae) is the pink iguana. It 
is currently believed to only inhabit the area around Wolf Volcano (the highest 
volcano in the archipelago), at the northern end of Isabela Island, at elevations 
above 2,400ft.  It has a pale pinkish head, and pinkish body with black spots. 
Originally believed to be individuals that were stained my some outside agent, 
this new species is morphologically, behaviorally, and genetically different from 
the other two.   Additional information on their distribution, ecology, food and 
habits is still not known with certainty. No juveniles have been found yet. 

Marine Iguanas 

The Galapagos Marine iguana is abundant throughout the islands and can be 
found on just about every rocky shoreline.  Females and Juveniles are often seen 
basking in the sun in large numbers. There are in total 7 subspecies of marine 
iguana inhabiting different islands. The total population has been estimated 
between 200- and 300,000.  

This is the only sea-going 
lizard in the world. They 
live on land but forage for a 
variety algae, found in the 
ocean, in rock pools and on 
exposed rocks. They have 
also been seen feeding on 
crustaceans, grasshoppers 
and to a limited extent, 
terrestrial vegetation.  It's 
flattened tail is ideal for 
propelling them through the water.  They can spend up to 1 hour underwater, but 
cannot tolerate the cold ocean temperatures for too long and must warm up 
periodically.  They also have a special gland connected to their nostrils 
that expels excess salt. 



Marine iguanas also mate and nest on land. While they have few predators in the 
sea, on land, young iguanas fall prey to hawks, herons, and other birds and also 
snakes (as anyone who saw that amazing YouTube video will know).  

Marine iguanas develop their colors as they mature – the young are black, while 
adults range from red and black, to black, green, red and grey, depending on the 
island.  Española iguanas are by far the most colorful, and have earned the 
nickname “Christmas Iguanas.”  Their colors also become enhanced in the 
breeding season (November to December), when males become fiercely 
territorial and mate with the females.  Females lay 2-3 large eggs, which take 2 
½ to 4 months to hatch.  Marine iguanas are known to live up to 60 years. 

A hybrid of land- and Marine Iguana have been recorded on South Plaza but do 
not appear to be very long-lived.  

 

	


