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view from Bartolomé Island






WELCOME TO THE Galápagos Islands



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


LOW-IMPACT TOURISM


Choosing a Cruise


BEST SNORKELING AND DIVING


BEST PLACES TO GO FOR FREE


Choosing a Land Tour


The Galápagos archipelago is one place on earth that lives up to and surpasses expectations. There are insufficient superlatives. It is unquestionably the best place on earth for wildlife-watching because the wildlife watches you as much as you watch it. The lack of natural predators has left the animals fearless. The only timid species are the fish, the food supply for so many. Every other creature on the islands is either unconcerned by the presence of visitors or intent on communicating.


The Galápagos are also heaven for bird-watchers. Here you don’t need to get up at dawn and wait with binoculars for a glimpse of birdlife in the trees. Instead, the birds proudly display themselves—the male frigates inflate their red chests to the size of a basketball, the albatross entertain with their circular clacking dance, and pelicans dive-bomb the ocean in search of lunch.


A visit to these islands changes you, as it changed Charles Darwin, who was inspired to form his monumental theory of evolution after visiting in 1835. The Galápagos region is a glimpse of what life was like before humans threw their weight around, and a reminder that when we seek out perfection, we throw a wrench in nature’s works. Evidence of human activity on the Galápagos is everywhere—the number of endemic species hunted or driven to near extinction by introduced species is alarming. But the effort of conservationists to restore the ecological balance is equally inspiring. You will return from these islands filled with a sense of wonder and a clearer view of nature’s fragile beauty.
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sea lions at La Lobería in San Cristóbal






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Spotting the magnificent waved albatross migrating and nesting on Española Island from April to November.
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2 Seeing flightless cormorants, penguins, and marine iguanas on Fernandina—one of the most far-flung and pristine islands
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3 Wading into mangrove lagoons teeming with birds on Genovesa—home to three species of boobies including the largest colony of red-footed boobies in the Galápagos.
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4 Braving the currents to dive among schools of hammerheads at Gordon Rocks.
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5 Frolicking in the water with playful sea lions on several islands in the archipelago, especially La Lobería in San Cristóbal.
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6 Marveling at the giant tortoises wandering in the highlands of Santa Cruz.
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7 In the summer months, witnessing the famous mating dance of the blue-footed boobies on Seymour Norte, off the north coast of Santa Cruz; San Cristóbal’s Punta Pitt; and Española.
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8 Taking in unprecedented varieties of marine life at Wolf and Darwin Islands on a live-aboard dive cruise—hammerheads, silky sharks, manta rays, dolphins, and whale sharks in the cold season.
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9 Experiencing awe-inspiring volcanic landscapes on blackened lava trails in Isabela’s Sierra Negra and an iconic view of the pinnacle at Bartolomé Island.
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10 Learning about the science and history of the Galápagos’s unique ecosystem at Santa Cruz’s Charles Darwin Research Station and San Cristóbal’s Interpretation Center.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


The Galápagos archipelago comprises 13 volcanic islands and 16 tiny islets. The total population of the archipelago is 30,000. Only four of the islands are populated: Santa Cruz (by far the largest, with 15,000 people), San Cristóbal, Isabela, and Floreana. These are the only islands that can be visited independently on shuttle ferry services. The populated areas account for only 3 percent of the archipelago’s surface area, with the rest protected in the national park.


There are 70 land visitor sites and roughly the same number of marine sites. Sites on Seymour Norte, Plaza Sur, Bartolomé, Española, and Santa Fé can all be reached by either cruises or guided day trips from Santa Cruz. The other main islands in the archipelago—Santiago, Rábida, Genovesa, Darwin, Wolf, the northern part of Isabela, and Fernandina—can only be visited on cruises. Pinta and Marchena in the north are both off-limits to visitors.


Santa Cruz and the surrounding islets receive the most visitors. San Cristóbal and Isabela also get busy in high season, and Floreana is the least visited of the inhabited islands. The more far-flung islands that are only accessible to cruises are much quieter.


Whichever islands you visit, you can see just a tiny portion of the archipelago: The 70 visitor sites represent only 0.01 percent of the total landmass, and the rest of the national park is strictly out-of-bounds to visitors.


Santa Cruz and Nearby Islands


The archipelago’s tourism hub is centered around the busy but pleasant Puerto Ayora. Highlights include the Charles Darwin Research Station and Tortuga Bay, one of the islands’ most beautiful beaches. Lava tunnels, craters, and giant tortoises await in the highlands, while surrounding islands provide excellent excursions, notably the land iguanas on Plaza Sur and Santa Fé, and frigates and blue-footed boobies on Seymour Norte, schooling hammerheads at Gordon Rocks, and the iconic pinnacle of Bartolomé.
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Plaza Sur





San Cristóbal


Sea lions dominate the waterfront of Puerto Baquerizo Moreno, and you can spot the colonies right in town, and hike to nearby beaches and snorkeling spots La Lobería, Punta Carola, Darwin Bay, and Playa Baquerizo. Offshore, the trips to Isla Lobos and Kicker Rock offer incredible snorkeling with sea lions and sharks. At the far eastern side of the island is Punta Pitt, one of the few spots where all three booby species are seen together. It’s also the departure point for day tours to Española, one of the top sights in the archipelago.



Isabela



Isabela is the giant of the archipelago, occupying half the total landmass. It also boasts the most dramatic landscapes, with six active volcanoes. The highlight is the Sierra Negra hike, which circles the second-largest crater in the world before descending to the spectacular landscape of Volcán Chico. There are excellent boat trips to Los Túneles in the south and Las Tintoreras near town. For cruises, the western side of the island offers beautiful hiking at Darwin Lake, snorkeling with sea turtles and flightless cormorants at Punta Vicente Roca, and keeping an eye out for whales while cruising in the channel.


Floreana


Floreana’s lush, peaceful ambience belies its troubled history, which has kept amateur sleuths guessing for decades. Highlights include a quirky post office and snorkeling at Post Office Bay and Mirador de la Baronesa. Offshore, cruises can access excellent snorkeling at Devil’s Crown and Champion Island.
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1: Darwin Lake on the west coast of Isabela 2: a trail on Floreana strewn with red vesuvium 3: blue-footed boobies
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Remote Uninhabited Islands



The blackened lava trails of Santiago recall a land that time forgot. Explore this unworldly landscape in the trails around Sullivan Bay. The nearby islet of Bartolomé—a partially eroded lava formation flanked by two beaches with the black lava trails of Santiago in the distance—is the most-photographed sight in the Galápagos.


Fernandina is one of the least-visited islands, and Punta Espinosa, the sole visitor site, has the largest colony of marine iguanas in the archipelago and the biggest nesting site for flightless cormorants.


Española is the world’s biggest breeding site for waved albatross.


Fewer boats make it to the far north, but Genovesa is enduringly popular for its large red-footed booby populations. Wolf and Darwin Islands are the preserve of experienced divers, who can enjoy the awe-inspiring sight of whale sharks June-November.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


When to Go


The Galápagos Islands are a year-round destination, and even naturalist guides differ in their opinions of the best time to visit. You can even target specific wildlife events. There are two distinct seasons in the Galápagos: rainy season and dry season, though the best time to visit largely comes down to personal preference.


Many travelers consider wildlife when choosing a time to visit the Galápagos. The famous waved albatross visits Española only April-November. The comical mating dance of blue-footed boobies takes place May-June. October-November is a great time to see playful sea lion pups. For divers aboard live-aboard cruises, June-November is the prime season due to the presence of enormous whale sharks.


December-April is the rainy, hot season. The weather is sunny and interspersed with periods of rain. The seas are the calmest and the water is at its warmest, and it’s pleasant to swim without a wetsuit. Rain leads to an explosion of greenery on the hillsides of some islands, though the highlands and arid coastal areas don’t change much. The lush green highlands of the islands stay green year-round, and the arid coastal landscapes dominated by lava rock, mangroves, and cacti don’t change much either. The downside is that mosquitoes and the sun are the most intense; you may constantly feel sticky from bug repellent, sunscreen, and the humidity. This season coincides with the busiest tourist period around Christmas and early January.


June-October is the cool, dry season. There are fewer mosquitoes, and the temperature on land is more comfortable for most people. However, the landscapes are more barren and the sea becomes considerably rougher, so seasickness is more of a problem. You’ll need to wear a wetsuit for swimming and snorkeling; the waters can be surprisingly cold. The biggest upside is that the Humboldt Current brings nutrient-rich water from the south; this means marine animals like sea lions, marine iguanas, and seabirds that feed on fish are all more active. June-August is another high season, with many travelers coming for summer vacations.


The islands have short low seasons in May and September. These are the best times to secure last-minute availability, although September is often used by cruise-boat owners as an opportunity to do annual maintenance work. However, cut-price deals can be found year-round if you look hard enough and are flexible.


Passports, Tourist Cards, and Visas


Travelers to Ecuador will need a passport that is valid for at least six months beyond the date of entry. It is easy for most people to visit Ecuador because you don’t need to apply for a visa in advance (unless you are from China or some countries in Africa). On entry to Ecuador, you will get a tourist visa stamp (also called a T-3) that is good for 90 days. You can apply for more time (up to 180 days) by filling out paperwork and applying for an extended tourist visa (12-IX). When entering Ecuador, travelers must also be able to show a return or onward travel ticket out of Ecuador as well as “proof of economic means” (a credit card is usually good enough); the latter requirement is rarely enforced.


To enter the Galápagos, you must obtain the mandatory $20 transit control card from your departure airport (either Quito or Guayaquil). This helps regulate the exact number of visitors. Upon arrival in the archipelago there is a mandatory $100 national park entrance fee, payable in cash. It’s a hefty fee, but it helps preserve the islands’ fragile ecosystem. If you have a student or cultural visa, you pay $25, while Ecuadorians pay just $6. Note that a recent crackdown on illegal immigration means that staying beyond 90 days will result in immediate deportation.


Vaccinations


The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommend that travelers have routine immunizations as well as hepatitis A and typhoid fever vaccinations. Rabies vaccinations are also recommended for those venturing into rural areas. See Recommended and Required Vaccinations for more details.


Booking a Tour


In simple terms, the farther you are from the Galápagos, the more you pay. Cruises, land tours, and diving tours can all be arranged in your home country or through a travel agency in Ecuador. Keep in mind that when booking a tour from abroad, deposits are often collected for cruises, and payment in full for day tours is more common.


Many travel agencies in Quito and Guayaquil advertise tours, so shopping around is the way to go. Holding out for last-minute deals may save you anywhere from 5 to 35 percent, but be aware that it may leave you stranded as well. Some travelers with time on their hands even fly to the Galápagos, book into a cheap hotel for a few days, and take their chances on finding a last-minute cruise, saving 50 percent in some cases—but there are no guarantees.


The same applies to booking day tours and dive tours; the price for booking in advance are generally 20 percent or more than booking “last-minute” from the Galápagos, though you run the risk of popular tours selling out. It is generally easier to find last-minute deals if you are traveling solo or as a pair. The larger your group or family is, the harder to find availability on popular tours.


Transportation


Transportation to the islands is generally not included in the price of a tour. Flights to the Galápagos depart from Quito and Guayaquil daily. There are two entrance airports in the Galápagos: one on Baltra, just north of the central island of Santa Cruz, and one on San Cristóbal. The airport on Isabela is only used for interisland flights, and there are no airports on Floreana. Make sure you’re flying to the correct island to begin your tour. Prices are about $350 round-trip from Guayaquil and $400 from Quito.


If you are traveling to the islands without being booked on a tour, Puerto Ayora is the best place to arrange a budget tour. Note that getting from Baltra to Puerto Ayora is a journey in three stages involving two bus rides and a ferry ride. There are daily ferry shuttles from $30 per person one-way to the other three other ports—Baquerizo Moreno on San Cristóbal, Puerto Velasco Ibarra on Floreana, and Puerto Villamil on Isabela.




Low-Impact Tourism


Galápagos is an amazing, though fragile, destination. Visitors often want to know how they can travel most responsibly. Low-impact tourism is about benefiting local communities and minimizing environmental impacts. When local communities benefit directly from their unique natural resources; they are incentivized to become stewards and protect them. Here’s some ideas that anyone can do.
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FOLLOWING NATIONAL PARK RULES


• Stay 2 meters (6.6 ft) away from wildlife.


• Keep on the trails.


• Ensure your kids follow the rules too.


• See someone breaking the national park rules? Tell them (nicely of course!).


CONSERVATION


• Bring a reusable water bottle and grocery bag; avoid plastics.


• Take short showers and turn off the lights.


• Use less air-conditioning; turn it on low, or use the fan.


• Request linen and towel changes only when necessary.


• Pick up any trash that you see.


• Use reef-safe sunscreen.


TRANSPORTATION


• Rent a bike instead of hiring a taxi.


• Take public transportation when possible.


• Offset the carbon footprint of your flights and transportation.


• Stay awhile; avoid jet-setting tours that cover Galápagos, Machu Picchu, and the Amazon all in one week.


LOCAL COMMUNITIES


• Support locally owned businesses.


• Had a great stay at a family-run guesthouse or restaurant? Write a review and spread the word.


• Eat locally grown products whenever possible; order the fish.


• Get involved with a volunteer opportunity that matches your skills.


• Make a donation to a good cause, such as the research, conservation, and environmental education efforts of the Charles Darwin Foundation (www.darwinfoundation.org) and the Galápagos Conservancy (www.galapagos.org).
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Choosing a Cruise


Cruises are the traditional way to visit the Galápagos. Tour boats are organized into four classes—economy/tourist, tourist superior, first, and luxury. Economy/tourist-class boats are very basic and appropriate for those on a very limited budget; tourist-superior-class boats have a bit more comfort and better guides; first class are the most common boats in Galápagos with excellent service and facilities; luxury class boats offer gourmet food, comfortable cabins, and service that matches those in the finest hotels on the mainland, and guides are highly experienced. Prices vary widely, but all prices should include food, accommodations, transfers to and from your boat, trained guides, and all your shore visits.


A good guide is the most important factor in your visit. All Galápagos guides are trained and licensed by the National Park Service and qualify in one of three classes, in ascending order of quality. When booking a tour, ask about your guide’s qualifications and what language(s) he or she speaks.


Sample Itineraries


A tour of at least five days is recommended, and seven or eight days is even better, as it takes half a day each way to get to and from the islands.


There are basically three cruise itineraries: northern, southern, and western. Five-day tours include one of these areas, and eight-day tours include two; it’s only possible to experience all three areas on the more expensive and rarer two-week tours. Note that the western itinerary has fewer departures and is mainly available on eight-day tours because distances are greater. Most tours start off in Santa Cruz, but you can also start in San Cristóbal. Always check the exact itinerary and the class of boat before booking.


Avoid booking “eight-day” cruises that are actually a combination of two shorter cruises; valuable time will be spent loading and unloading passengers, and the day’s visits will be close to port rather than in the more spectacular remote regions.
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Five-Day Northern Cruise



• Day 1: Baltra airport, Bachas Beach


• Day 2: Bartolomé, Santiago, and Rábida


• Day 3: Genovesa


• Day 4: Plaza Islands, Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research Station, Tortuga Bay)


• Day 5: Baltra


Five-Day Southern Cruise


• Day 1: San Cristóbal (Cerro Brujo, Kicker Rock)


• Day 2: Plaza Islands, Santa Fé


• Day 3: Española (Punta Suárez, Gardner Bay)


• Day 4: Floreana (Post Office Bay, Punta Cormorant, Devil’s Crown)


• Day 5: Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research Station), Baltra


Six-Day Western Cruise


• Day 1: Baltra, Rábida
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frigate birds





• Day 2: Isabela (Punta Vicente Roca), Fernandina (Punta Espinosa)


• Day 3: Isabela (Tagus Cove, Urbina Bay)


• Day 4: Isabela (Elizabeth Bay, Punta Moreno)


• Day 5: Isabela (Puerto Villamil)


• Day 6: Seymour Norte, Baltra


Eight-Day Southern and Northern Cruise


• Day 1: San Cristóbal (Isla Lobos, Kicker Rock)


• Day 2: San Cristóbal (highlands, Punta Pitt)


• Day 3: Floreana (Post Office Bay, Punta Cormorant, Devil’s Crown)


• Day 4: Santa Cruz (Black Turtle Cove), Bartolomé


• Day 5: Genovesa


• Day 6: Santiago


• Day 7: Plaza Islands, Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research Station)


• Day 8: Baltra


Eight-Day Western and Southern Cruise


• Day 1: Baltra, Rábida


• Day 2: Isabela (Punta Vicente Roca), Fernandina (Punta Espinosa)


• Day 3: Isabela (Tagus Cove, Urbina Bay)


• Day 4: Isabela (Elizabeth Bay, Punta Moreno)


• Day 5: Isabela (wetlands, Wall of Tears, Tortoise Breeding Center)


• Day 6: Seymour Norte, Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research Station)


• Day 7: Española (Punta Suárez, Gardner Bay)


• Day 8: San Cristóbal (Interpretation Center, La Galapaguera)




Best Snorkeling and Diving


The Galápagos may be the best destination worldwide for watching wildlife on land, but the marine marvels underwater are beyond belief. After snorkeling with playful sea lion pups and nonchalant sea turtles or diving with hammerheads and whale sharks, the Caribbean and Red Sea simply pale in comparison.
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Gordon Rocks, Santa Cruz


One hour from Puerto Ayora, this site is for intermediate to advanced divers due to strong currents. Visibility is usually excellent, and you can watch schools of hammerheads, rays, moray eels, and sea turtles.


Kicker Rock (León Dormido), San Cristóbal


The narrow channel between the sheer walls of this volcanic tuff cone is a prime snorkeling spot. White-tipped reef sharks, sea turtles, and rays are commonly seen in the channel, while divers go deeper to see hammerheads. A visit is combined with snorkeling among a sea lion colony at nearby Isla Lobos.


Punta Vicente Roca, Isabela


On the western side of Isabela, this protected bay is an important resting spot for sea turtles, and you can also spot Galápagos penguins, flightless cormorants, and marine iguanas.


Devil’s Crown and Champion Island, Floreana


The jagged peaks of the submerged volcanic cone known as Devil’s Crown poke out of the water—hence its ominous name. Snorkel outside the ring or in the shallow inner chamber with tropical fish and occasional sharks. A visit is usually combined with snorkeling among a sea lion colony at Champion Island.


Gardner Bay, Española


On the northeast side of Española, this crescent beach offers snorkeling with a sea lion colony, stingrays, white-tipped sharks, and parrot fish. It’s also an important nesting site for sea turtles.


Wolf and Darwin Islands


The ultimate diving experience, open only to live-aboard dive cruises, is found around these islands in the far north. Hundreds of hammerheads can be seen off Wolf, gigantic whale sharks cruise by June-November, and bottlenose dolphins are common at Darwin’s Arch.







Best Places to Go for Free


As budget tourists know, day tours can easily empty your wallet; cruises can empty your bank account. Luckily, a surprising number of sights are free to visit on your own. Check out these spots and keep an eye out for blue-footed boobies, marine iguanas, and sea lions.


Tortuga Bay, Santa Cruz


Most travelers don’t come to the Galápagos to lie on beaches but rather to watch animals lying on beaches. However, you may welcome the chance to sun yourself like a lazy iguana after a hard day of watching wildlife. The longest beach in the archipelago is a 45-minute walk from Puerto Ayora on Santa Cruz. The first beach has strong currents and is popular with surfers, but walk to the end and soak in a sheltered, shallow lagoon at Playa Mansa. In between, there is a short rocky path where you can keep your eye out for marine iguanas and blue-footed boobies.
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Tortuga Bay





Cerro Tijeretas, San Cristóbal


A walking path from town winds through dry lava rock and cacti, ascending a steep hill with views of the beaches below. You can often spot frigate birds on the trees in the morning. The path then descends to a protected cove with clear water and good snorkeling.


La Lobería, San Cristóbal


Walk an hour out of town in San Cristóbal (or take a $4 taxi) and you will find yourself strolling among a huge colony of sea lions. The babies play in the sand while the moms sunbathe and the alpha males patrol the beach. The water is a bit murky and choppy, but that doesn’t stop tourists and locals from wading in to snorkel. The cliffs above the beach have beautiful views, and you can spot frigates and swallow-tailed gulls flying by.


Playa Grande and Los Humedales, Isabela


Puerto Villamil’s town is built along a beautiful white-sand beach that just keeps getting prettier the farther west you walk, until you reach the wetlands area with lagoons, flamingos, and marine iguanas.


Concha de Perla, Isabela


Walk just 15 minutes from town and you are ready to swim with lots of fish and occasional sea turtles in this protected, mangrove-fringed cove that is free to the public.


La Lobería, Floreana


Just a 20-minute walk from Puerto Velasco Ibarra is a rocky, lava-strewn path, fringed on either side by dramatic red vesuvium plants and cacti. At the end of the path is a protected area where snorkelers can float among sea turtles and a small sea lion colony. The west-facing point is one of the best places to watch the sunset in the Galápagos.
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Choosing a Land Tour


Land tours are now the most popular way to visit the Galápagos. On a land tour, you stay in a hotel in a port town on one of the four populated islands, take day trips, and shuttle between the islands via speedboat. They are especially popular with those who are on a budget, prefer independent travel, suffer from seasickness, or want to scuba dive. There are packaged tours that include transportation, accommodations, meals, and tours, but it’s increasingly easy to plan yourself and save money. There is more flexibility in planning your own itinerary, but many of the islands (for example, Fernandina, Rábida, and Genovesa) are excluded from land-based visits, and many of the best sites on the other islands are excluded, too. Precious time is also spent traveling to and from sites every day.


Sample Itineraries


Land tours restrict you to sites within a day’s travel of four populated areas: Puerto Ayora on Santa Cruz, Baquerizo Moreno on San Cristóbal, Puerto Villamil on Isabela, and Puerto Velasco Ibarra on Floreana. The shortest land tours are five days long, but these short tours are not recommended if you are coming from abroad; in comparison to a five-day cruise, you will spend too much of your short trip in transportation. Eight days is preferable, and eleven days is the minimum if you want to see all four of the inhabited islands. Note that many of these itineraries involve flying into one airport and flying out of another to save time.


The Budget Backpacker


Pack light and stay on the move, exploring all four inhabited islands and focusing on the free activities and less-expensive tours on each. If you want a shorter trip; cut out an island, but don’t spend fewer time on each island.


• Day 1: San Cristóbal (fly in; Puerto Chino, La Galapaguera, and El Junco by taxi)


• Day 2: San Cristóbal (Cerro Tijeretas, Playa Baquerizo, and La Lobería)


• Day 3: San Cristóbal-Santa Cruz (ferry in the morning; Las Grietas)


• Day 4: Santa Cruz-Isabela (Los Humedales by bike, Concha de Perla)


• Day 5: Isabela (Sierra Negra hike)


• Day 6: Isabela (Tintoreras Bay tour)


• Day 7: Isabela-Santa Cruz (ferry; highlands, Charles Darwin Research Station)


• Day 8: Santa Cruz-Floreana (ferry; La Lobería, highlands by chiva in afternoon)


• Day 9: Floreana-Santa Cruz (La Botella, Los Pulpos hike; ferry)


• Day 10: Santa Cruz (splurge on a day trip to Santa Fé, Seymour Norte, or the Plazas)


• Day 11: Fly out of Baltra


The Greatest Hits


Visit the most famous sites available via land tour, staying in the tourist hubs of Puerto Ayora and Baquerizo Moreno. This is also one of the most expensive itineraries.


• Day 1: Santa Cruz (fly in; highlands, Charles Darwin Research Station)


• Day 2: Santa Cruz (Santa Fé tour)
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Santa Fé land iguana





• Day 3: Santa Cruz (diving at Gordon Rocks, or day tour to the Plazas if you don’t dive)


• Day 4: Santa Cruz (Bartolomé tour)


• Day 5: Santa Cruz (Seymour Norte)


• Day 6: Santa Cruz-San Cristóbal (Tortuga Bay; afternoon ferry or flight, La Lobería)


• Day 7: San Cristóbal (diving at Kicker Rock, or 360 tour if you don’t dive)


• Day 8: San Cristóbal (Española tour)


• Day 9: Fly out of San Cristóbal


The Landlubber


People who easily get seasick can sleep in hotels and avoid long boat rides by flying between the islands and picking the tours on the inhabited islands or relatively close to port (less than 40 minutes away). The tradeoff is that interisland flights are expensive and you will miss some of the most famous sites. If your seasickness isn’t that extreme, you can also consider a very large cruise ship so you can see more wildlife.


• Day 1: San Cristóbal (fly in; Interpretation Center and Cerro Tijeretas)


• Day 2: San Cristóbal (Isla Lobos or Kicker Rock—more impressive but a little farther)


• Day 3: San Cristóbal (SUP rental in the bay and La Lobería)


• Day 4: Fly to Isabela (Tintoreras Bay tour)


• Day 5: Isabela (Sierra Negra, Concha de Perla)


• Day 6: Isabela (bike Los Humedales and visit Playa Grande)


• Day 7: Fly to Santa Cruz (visit on the way from airport; Tortuga Bay in afternoon)


• Day 8: Santa Cruz (bay tour and Charles Darwin Research Station)


• Day 9: Santa Cruz (Seymour Norte tour)


• Day 10: Fly out of Baltra


Survival of the Fittest


Stay busy with hikes, bikes, dives, and kayaking trips in the Enchanted Isles; balance the calorie deficit with plenty of pescado encocado (seafood cooked with coconut milk) and fried plantains.


• Day 1: Santa Cruz (arrive in the morning, Tortuga Bay beach visit and kayak)


• Day 2: Santa Cruz (visit El Chato and Túneles de Bellavista by bike)


• Day 3: Santa Cruz (diving at Gordon Rocks)


• Day 4: Santa Cruz (hike Cerro Crocker and Puntudo)


• Day 5: Santa Cruz (freediving class, visit El Garrapatero and rent a kayak)


• Day 6: Santa Cruz-Isabela (morning ferry or flight; Tortoise Breeding Center and Los Humedales by bike)


• Day 7: Isabela (Sierra Negra, descend by biking)


• Day 8: Isabela (Los Túneles tour or diving at Tortuga Island)


• Day 9: Isabela (SUP tour to Tintoreras Bay, swimming at Concha de Perla)


• Day 10: Isabela-San Cristóbal (flight in the morning; night dive at Punta Estrada)


• Day 11: San Cristóbal (SUP rental to explore the bay; visit highlands and Puerto Chino)


• Day 12: San Cristóbal (surf tour; visit La Lobería)


• Day 13: San Cristóbal (hike Cerro Tijeretas and Playa Baquerizo)


• Day 14: Fly out of Baltra


Budgeting for Independent Travel in the Galápagos


The Galápagos Islands are an expensive destination, with some of the expensive cruises costing $7,000 for a week, and the luxury all-inclusive land-based tours are not far behind. There are, however, more budget-friendly alternatives. Planning your trip independently, you could spend as little as $2,000 per person including international airfare. If you are already backpacking through Ecuador and don’t have to pay international airfare, you could spend less than $1,000.
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hieroglyphic hawkfish






General Expenses



First calculate how much just getting to the Galápagos will cost you. If you are coming from the United States or Europe, it could cost you upward of $1,600. On the other hand, if you are already traveling through South America and passing through Quito, it will cost much less (an additional $460 or so for domestic airfare and park entrance fees).


• International airfare = $500-1,000


• Accommodations, food, and airport transfer in Quito or Guayaquil = minimum $100, more if you want to stay a couple days


• Domestic airfare to Galápagos from Quito or Guayaquil = $400


• National park entrance fee = $100 (unless you’re a resident of Ecuador or here on a student visa)


• Transit control card = $20


Sample 11-Day Budget Land-Tour Cost


By staying in basic hostales, taking buses, avoiding the expensive day tours, and taking speedboat ferries, you can see the Galápagos relatively inexpensively. The 11-day/10-night Budget Backpacker itinerary can be done for around $1,200 per person, excluding the national park entrance fee, domestic airfare, and international airfare.


• Basic accommodations: $30 per person x 10 nights = $300


• Food at casual restaurants and local joints: $25 per day x 11 days = $275


• Interisland ferries: $30 x 5 = $150


• Activities: Charles Darwin Research Station ($10) + Las Grietas ($10) kayak rental ($10) + bike rental ($15) + Tintoreras tour ($50) + Sierra Negra hike ($40) + La Botella tour ($40) + splurge on “last-minute” day trip to Seymour Norte or Bartolomé ($220) = $385


• Taxis to highlands ($20 pp in a group) for Santa Cruz and San Cristóbal = $40


• Water taxis: $10


• Buses and miscellaneous dock taxes: $20


Sample 9-Day High-End Land-Tour Cost


If you want to see the highlights of the Galápagos by land (including the expensive day tours), stay in luxury waterfront hotels, and fly between the islands, it can be a costly trip. The sample budget below for the Greatest Hits itinerary adds up to approximately $3,000 per person, assuming you are sharing a room, with airfare and park fees excluded. Note that the cost is in the same ballpark as a luxury-class, weeklong “last-minute” cruise in Puerto Ayora, though still cheaper than a weeklong luxury cruise booked in advance from abroad. The tradeoff is that on the cruise you will see more and spend less time every day in transit, but the land tour will have a more comfortable hotel room—and you can dive. You can also easily turn this into a midrange budget (approximately $2,000 pp) by staying in midrange hotels (halving the accommodation cost) and taking a ferry rather than the flight in between islands. You can also make this more luxurious and pricey by booking only luxury-class day tours and booking them all from abroad ($300-400/tour).


• Luxury accommodations: $300 per night x 8 nights = $2,400 ($1,200 pp)


• Food at nice casual restaurants geared at tourists: $40 per day x 8 nights = $320 pp


• Interisland flight: $160 pp


• Tours/attractions: Seymour Norte ($200) + Gordon Rocks ($200) + Bartolomé ($220) + Santa Fé tour ($220) + Kicker Rock ($150) + Española ($300) = $1,290 pp


• Water taxis: $5 pp


• Taxis: $60 for tour of Santa Cruz highlands + $25 from Baltra airport + $3 from San Cristóbal airport = $88 ($44 pp)
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diving site at Kicker Rock.





There are basically two ways to see the Galápagos: on a cruise or on a land-based tour.


Cruises have historically been the most popular, and advantages include the opportunity to travel farther, cover more sites, and spend more time there without needing to get back to port at dusk. There are also many sites accessible only to cruise tours, and there is less environmental impact than staying on land, with none of the associated pollution from hotels. The drawbacks are that you are on a boat with the same group for several days with a fixed schedule, which doesn’t suit everyone. Seasickness is also a factor, even on the largest cruise boats. With the wide choice of boat classes available, it’s important to remember that, by and large, you get what you pay for. You could save a few hundred dollars by opting for the cheapest boat, but you’ll end up with a guide with less knowledge, a less comfortable boat, and probably worse seasickness.


Land-based tours are becoming increasingly popular, particularly for those not suited to spending a long time on a boat. Many operators organize short tours based on one island, or you can do an island-hopping tour. However, with the wide availability of day tours in Puerto Ayora and regular ferries between the three main populated islands (San Cristóbal, Santa Cruz, and Isabela), increasing numbers of budget travelers are shunning tours and doing it themselves, saving a lot of money. Bear in mind, though, that doing it this way restricts you to day tours close to the main islands, and islands such as Genovesa, Santiago, and Fernandina, as well as the better sites on Floreana and Isabela, become off-limits.


Whatever you decide to do, it’s important that you don’t get preoccupied with a checklist. Eight days (or even five days) in the Galápagos is an incredible experience to be savored, so don’t ruin your enjoyment of it by becoming obsessed with seeing it all.


Cruise Tours


Most cruises are 5-8 days. There are also four-day itineraries, but when you consider that two half days (at the beginning and end) are spent traveling, a minimum of five days is recommended, and eight days is preferable if you can afford it. In five days, the most common cruise itineraries start at Santa Cruz, taking in Puerto Ayora, the highlands, Seymour Norte, and Plaza Sur, then head either north or south. Northern tours usually include Bartolomé, Santiago, and Genovesa, while southern itineraries usually take in Santa Fé, San Cristóbal, Floreana, and Española. There is also a slightly less frequent and more expensive western itinerary that includes Isabela and Fernandina. Eight-day tours usually combine two of these three routes (north and west, north and south, or west and south). It’s not possible to see all of the above islands in eight days, and while cruises for longer than eight days do exist, they are rare and mostly dedicated dive trips. Dive tours are the only ones that reach the most remote islands of Darwin, Wolf, and Marchena. Boats are prohibited from visiting the same site in a 14-day period; the goal is to protect the most popular visitor sites.


There are roughly four classes of tour boats—economy/tourist, tourist superior, first, and luxury—and trips range 4-8 days, with occasional special charters of 11 and 15 days. The rating system is far from standardized, however, and you may find tour agencies that sell cruises in different categories, such as “standard” versus “deluxe.” Whatever length of tour you opt for, there’s no escaping that it’s not cheap. For an eight-day tour, prices per person range from around $2,000 for an economy/tourist-class cruise to $9,000 on a luxury-class vessel. Four-day tours on economy-class vessels can go for $1,100. Note that arrival and departure days are counted as tour days. Prices include food, accommodations, transfers to and from your boat, trained guides, and all your shore visits. The airfare and insurance are paid separately, and you’ll need to factor in tips for the crew, plus alcoholic and soft drinks on board. Note that single cabin supplements are usually very high. It doesn’t hurt to ask, but you’re far better off sharing a cabin.


Itineraries are strictly controlled by the National Park Service to regulate the impact of visitors on delicate sites. Every cruise has a tight schedule, and the feeling of being herded around doesn’t suit everyone, but console yourself that you generally get to see far more.


BOAT TYPES AND SIZES


Cruises operate on many types of boats, from small 10-passenger motor sailboats to 100-passenger cruise ships. Each offers a very different experience, and it’s important to note the differences when choosing a cruise.


Yachts


Small yachts carrying 10-20 passengers are the most intimate way to see the Galápagos Islands. Keep in mind, however, that the intimate group atmosphere you get aboard a small yacht may or may not hold true at the visitor sites. Whether there are four small yachts anchored at a site or one large cruise ship (split into several groups), you will be sharing the site with other people according to the schedules set by the national park.


Also, boats carrying 16 or fewer passengers may have only one naturalist guide. If there is only one guide and a mix of Spanish-speaking and English-speaking guests, the guide may have the irritating responsibility of repeating everything.


The smallest yachts are only 50 feet long, while the larger luxury ones are 150 feet. Out of the small yachts, some are single-hulled motor yachts (abbreviated M/Y), while motor catamarans (M/C) have two hulls for extra lateral stability, and motor-sailors (M/S) have both motors and sails. Note that motor-sailors are among the most photogenic boats in the Galápagos, but usually the motors do all the work. They rarely hoist their sails because of the need to get to faraway sites on schedule. There are yachts in all the cruise boat classes, from economy class to luxury class.


Cruise Ships


While the largest cruise ships are thankfully a thing of the past in the Galápagos, there is still demand for a deluxe tour with standards comparable to good hotels on the mainland. Most of the ships are luxury class and have capacity for more than 40 passengers, and the biggest cater to 100.
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1: a first-class yacht, offering an intimate experience 2: a tourist-class yacht 3: view from the deck of a yacht 4: the tourist-class Golondrina yacht and the luxury-class La Pinta cruise ship





The main benefit is comfort and stability: Rolling with the sea is minimized, so you’re far less likely to get seasick, although it’s still possible. Compared to a yacht, you will probably get a larger cabin, spacious social areas, and more amenities. Whereas shared tables are ubiquitous on yachts, it’s relatively easy on a cruise ship to have a private table at meals if you’re planning a romantic trip or simply don’t want to socialize with strangers.


The biggest potential drawback is that you are visiting with a large number of people, so the experience feels less personal. Fortunately, cruise ships have several ways to manage groups while visiting the islands. First, they divide their passengers into smaller groups of 10-16 people, usually by language. Second, the guides manage their groups to keep a healthy distance on wildlife visits, doing the same loop trails in reverse order, for example. Third, cruise ships stagger when their groups disembark by half an hour to avoid crowding. Last, cruise ships sometimes have alternative activities, such as glass-bottom boats or kayaks; hence people may also be split among different activities. Also note that the itinerary may be less active than on small yachts. Whereas a small yacht might have both snorkeling and kayaking at a site before lunch, a cruise ship might offer one or the other, with the additional time spent on board.


CRUISE CLASSES


Cruises come in four basic classes: economy/tourist, tourist superior, first, and luxury. Note, however, that the classification system is not regulated and there is no universal standard. You may find the same yacht advertised in two different classes by different agencies. Make sure you confirm all the important details (name of yacht, qualifications of guides, size of cabins, itineraries, amenities, etc.) when booking a trip. In light of the limited supply of berths aboard cruises allowed by the national park, ongoing investment has renovated or replaced most of the basic boats, and first-class yachts far outnumber the tourist- and tourist-superior-class boats. This means that cruises are becoming more expensive, but the overall quality is increasing as well.



Economy/Tourist Class



These boats are the “backpacker specials” of the Galápagos. Prices for boats in the economy/tourist class range $1,500-2,000 per person per week, but there are often last-minute deals. Keep in mind that every aspect of the service on these small boats, which carry 10-16 passengers, will be very basic. These boats tend to hire either Class One or Class Two guides. Cabins are generally very small and have bunk-style beds, but typically do have air-conditioning and private bathrooms. The small boats are more prone to rocking, so seasickness can be worse, especially in the cold season. Rooms on lower decks may be subject to engine noise. Common areas are minimal, and the food is basic.


Boats in this category include the Angelito, Darwin, Golondrina, New Flamingo, King of the Seas, and Merak.


Tourist Superior Class


Tourist-superior-class boats are popular midrange boats that cost $2,500-4,000 per person per week. These medium-size sailboats or motorboats hold 10-20 passengers. Compared to the economy/tourist-class boats, you can expect a larger and somewhat more stable boat, better cabins (though still small and with bunk beds), more varied food, nicer lounge areas, and more experienced guides.


Boats in this category include Aida Maria, Fragata, Nemo, Archipel 1, Bonita, Solaris, and Millennium.


First Class


First-class boats cost $4,000-7,000 per person per week and are a popular and very comfortable way to see the islands while maintaining an intimate group atmosphere (mainly 16-26 passengers). They can also cover longer distances, and many include visits to the fascinating western islands of Isabela and Fernandina. Cabins are more comfortable, often with beds rather than bunks, and the decor makes the interior a pleasant place to spend time, unlike on many cheaper boats, where you want to escape the interior any chance you get. The interior is air-conditioned, and the food is excellent. These are also much sturdier yachts, so seasickness is less of a problem. Guides have to be Class Three, so they must hold a degree in natural sciences, usually biology or geology, and speak nearly fluent English.


Boats in this category include the Anahi, Monserrat, Galaxy, Seaman Journey, Grand Daphne, Coral I & II, Letty, Galaxy, Tip Top, and Mary Anne.


Luxury Class


Luxury-class tours start at $5,000 per person per week and climb to over $10,000. This is the most deluxe experience possible in the Galápagos. The food is gourmet, cabins are large, and the Class Three guides are the best in the archipelago. Cabins start to resemble hotels rooms and often have an extra couch, chairs, or a desk. Some cabins have private balconies, panoramic windows, or TVs with satellite cable. Common areas include a comfortable lounge and dining area and a Jacuzzi. Food is excellent, usually buffet-style for breakfast and lunch and gourmet for dinner. Aboard the larger cruise ships you may also find Wi-Fi access, a pool, fitness center, spa, medical clinic, glass-bottom boats, and professional photographer. Note, however, that you should not book these tours expecting a comparable level of luxury as found in top-class hotels on land—cabin sizes still do not compare to five-star hotels.


The large majority of luxury-class boats are cruise ships with 40-100 passengers, which have their own advantages and disadvantages. A few exclusive yachts and catamarans carry only 20 passengers or fewer. These tours tend to attract older passengers, particularly aboard the large cruise ships.


Luxury cruise ships include the Celebrity Flora, Celebrity Expedition, Galapagos Legend, Evolution, National Geographic Endeavor II, La Pinta, Isabela II, Santa Cruz II, and Silversea. Luxury yachts and catamarans include the Camila, Galapagos Sea Star, Ocean Spray, Endemic, Natural Paradise, Evolution, and Origin & Theory.
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1: the dining area aboard the luxury-class Santa Cruz II 2: a room aboard the Santa Cruz II





LIVE-ABOARD DIVE CRUISES


There are only a handful of live-aboard dive cruises, so avid divers who are set on a live-aboard typically book in advance, since last-minute deals are few. The Galápagos can have challenging conditions and strong currents, so most dive cruises require passengers to have open water certification plus a minimum of 50-100 logged dives. The live-aboard cruises have itineraries that focus almost exclusively on diving, with four immersions a day, and perhaps just a couple of land activities during the entire week. Live-aboard dive cruises are pricey ($6,000-9,000 for a week), but are not considerably more expensive than non-diving cruises of the same category (first- to luxury-class).


First-class live-aboard diving vessels include the Tiburon Explorer, Humboldt Explorer, Aggressor III, and Galapagos Sky.


SPECIALTY CRUISES


Foreign companies sometimes charter entire cruise ships, bring their own staff, and market the tour themselves for various specialty cruises that command a premium. Cruises with the most reputable experts on Darwin, Harvard University professors, or famous birding experts are available on specific dates for a premium above the normal cost. Photography cruises typically have onboard celebrity photographers and lectures on photography techniques in the evenings. There are cruises designed for families with children, LGBTQ+ cruises, and singles cruises. These cruises are less common, and it is usually necessary to book well in advance for specialty tours; showing up in Puerto Ayora and looking for a last-minute deal is unlikely to be fruitful.


GUIDES


While the boat you travel on is very important, a good or bad guide can make or break your trip. Again, there’s no escaping the fact that, in most cases, you get what you pay for. The best guides usually work on the most expensive tours they can find, where they are best positioned to receive the largest tips, in addition to higher pay by the company. The good news is that all Galápagos guides are trained and licensed by the National Park Service. Guides are qualified in one of three classes, in ascending order of quality: Class One guides, usually on tourist-class boats and land-based tours, have the lowest level of knowledge and English; Class Two guides, on tourist- and tourist-superior-class boats, are more knowledgeable and often very good; and Class Three guides, on first-class and luxury boats, are the real experts and have all studied natural sciences at university. Every guide has to pass rigorous examinations every three years and complete a training course on the islands every six years to keep his or her certification.


LIFE ON BOARD


Daily Routine


When you arrive on your boat, unless you’re traveling first class or luxury, your first reaction may be: “I didn’t think the cabin would be that small.” But bear in mind that your room is really just for sleeping—you’ll have far too much to look at outside on deck and at the visitor sites.


You’ll meet the rest of the tour group, and your guide will introduce him- or herself and the rest of the crew before going through the tour schedule. Guides will also explain the park rules, which you must follow, and do a safety evacuation drill. If you opt for it, you’ll try on a wetsuit, which is highly recommended for snorkeling in the cold season.


Most days have an early start (breakfast at 7am or earlier) to give you the maximum time at the island sites (and also to get there before the day tours). Most boats tend to travel overnight to save time, and it’s one of the joys of the cruise to wake up in a new place. The morning excursions usually take 2-3 hours, including the panga (dinghy) ride to shore. To visit each site, your guide will direct the group along the path or down the beach, explaining what you’re seeing and filling in relevant natural-history details as you go. Be understanding if your guide seems overly concerned about keeping the group together and making everyone stick to the trail; remember that some visitors unwittingly cause damage, and the tour group is the guide’s responsibility. Some sites include a snorkeling activity in the vicinity; don’t miss out—this is often one of the highlights of the Galápagos.


Back on board, you’ll find your cabin clean and lunch ready. The midday meal is casual—a buffet on cruise ships and fixed menus on smaller vessels. Consuming lots of water and fruit is important to keep your energy and hydration levels up. Your guide will announce the departure time for the afternoon excursion; there’s usually an hour’s break depending on how long it takes to get to the afternoon site and then a couple more hours of activities to keep you busy.


There’s usually some time before dinner to freshen up and enjoy a drink while watching the sunset (just after 6pm year-round). Formality and the quality of the food depend on the class of cruise. After dinner, your guide will review what you saw today and preview tomorrow’s schedule.


The luxury-class vessels sometimes have entertainment or a Jacuzzi for after dinner; otherwise, it’s a case of swapping tales with your fellow passengers. If the conditions are right, star-watching can also be fantastic given the remote locations you’ll be visiting. Alcohol is available, but bear in mind that drinks are comparatively pricey and not included in the tour. You may be surprised to be nodding off by 9pm.


Land Tours and Independent Travel


Sleeping and eating on a boat is not for everybody, and land tours are becoming increasingly common, both on organized tours and for independent travelers.


Note that there may be no escaping seasickness even on land-based tours because you will spend plenty of time on boats shuttling to and from the port, and they are smaller boats that roll around more. To completely avoid seasickness, you can opt for pricey interisland flights, rather than the interisland speedboat ferries, and choose the day tours that are close to port, rather than the farthest sites up to two hours away.


Most commonly you will be based in Santa Cruz, but island-hopping itineraries that take in San Cristóbal and/or Isabela are also popular. Five-day tours start at about $500 per person, and seven-day tours can cost up to $4,000 or more. You may find last-minute discounts on packages, but they are rarely as highly discounted as the cruises.


If you have decided that a land-based tour is preferable to a cruise, the next step is to decide whether or not you want to book an all-inclusive organized tour package (which includes meals, transportation, tours, and accommodations) or travel independently. While die-hard independent travelers prefer to avoid all tours whatsoever, this is often impractical in the Galápagos since many sites can only be visited by boat with a naturalist guide on a tour. For the purposes of this guide, we will refer to independent travel as when you aren’t traveling with an organized multi-day tour group. You might have to buy a day tour in order to get to the uninhabited islands (since they are only accessible by boat with a licensed naturalist guide), but you buy your hotel, meals, and day tours separately, and you can also spend time walking or biking to sites near port on your own.


ORGANIZED LAND TOURS


Organized land tours are very convenient, usually including all accommodations, tours, transportation, and meals, allowing you to focus on your vacation rather than the logistics. Some offer an excellent value due to negotiated group rates. Some organized tours have one guide for your entire trip, rather than switching every day as when you book your own tours, and the guides may be more qualified depending on the tour operator who organized the trip.


Prices of Land Tours


Shopping for a land tour can be confusing because there is no classification or rating system. Land tours can range from $500 for five days to over $10,000 for a week, though most cost $2,000-4,000. Flights to and from the Galápagos, international airfare, and the Galápagos National Park entrance fee are very rarely included. Many factors make the difference between cheap and astronomically expensive land tours.


The organization of a tour determines whether you get a cohesive experience or more like a package of day tours. Nicer tours have an appointed guide or leader to accompany you throughout the trip and a defined group of guests who begin and end their trip at the same time. Other tours, particularly “customized tours,” feel more like a package where the travel agency just booked your hotel and daily activities with different providers. That would be the equivalent of independent travel, except that someone else handled the reservations.


Accommodations can be a very basic hostal, a luxury $400-plus hotel, or anything in between. Transportation between islands on an island-hopping tour can be aboard a public speedboat ferry ($30 each way) or more comfortable interisland flight ($130 each way). Food and the quality of naturalist guides can vary widely depending on how much the tour operator spends.


Itinerary makes a big difference in price as well because organizers of cheap and midrange land tours can’t afford to buy you a spot on an expensive day yacht tour. The cheap, short five-day $500 land-based tours spend most of their time at places close to the main ports—sights that you could just as easily visit walking from town for free. Visitors on these inexpensive land tours not only miss the pristine sites accessible to cruises but also miss some of the best sights accessible by land. Moderately priced land tours usually include some of the less expensive tours that you could book yourself for $40-80: bay tours, Sierra Negra volcano, Los Túneles, or Kicker Rock. The expensive land tours include one or more day trips to neighboring islands such as Bartolomé, the Plazas, Santa Fé, or Seymour Norte; it often costs independent travelers about $200 to book each of these pricey excursions á la carte.


The most exclusive land tours, costing over $5,000, also run on day-tour yachts that are more luxurious than the boats used by the other operators. The Finch Bay Eco Hotel’s land tours include day-tour excursions aboard the 74-foot Sea Lion yacht, which boasts its own chef and onboard kitchen. The Pikaia Lodge’s land tours have excursions aboard a 100-foot private yacht complete with a Jacuzzi and private cabins for each guest.


Types of Organized Tours


SINGLE-ISLAND HOTEL PACKAGES


Some short organized tours (five days or less) stay completely on Santa Cruz Island and take day trips into the highlands, to nearby beaches, and to some of the surrounding uninhabited islands. This is a popular approach because there are tons of sights within a day’s trip of Santa Cruz, and you don’t have to move hotels, but you will be missing some amazing sights on the other inhabited islands.




Land Tour or Cruise . . . or Both?


The first decision you need to make is whether to take a cruise or a land tour. Or do you? While most travelers do either one or the other, it is also reasonably common to do both. Some travelers like a couple days to relax in the islands before flying home, and others choose to spend those days scuba diving—an activity not allowed aboard cruises with the exception of the few specialty live-aboard diving boats. If you must decide, however, the tradeoffs are below.


ADVANTAGES OF LAND-BASED TOURISM


• Avoiding seasickness is one of the top reasons people choose land tours. However, although you do get to sleep in a comfortable hotel room on dry land, you also spend significant time in transit on small boats that are very prone to rocking. You can avoid interisland speedboat ferries by buying interisland flights instead, but some of the best day-trip sites are a 45-minute to 2-hour boat ride from port. Though you will likely be less seasick on a land tour compared to a small tourist- or tourist-superior-class yacht, you will likely be more seasick compared to being on a 50- to 100-passenger cruise ship.
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