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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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colorful underwater cliffs at Kicker Rock
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Spotlight on Diving in the Galápagos Islands


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 albatrosses 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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TOP 10 EXPERIENCES Galápagos Islands
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[image: image] Spotting the magnificent waved albatross migrating and nesting on Española Island from April to November.
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[image: image] Exploring rocky coasts home to colonies of flightless cormorants, marine iguanas, and penguins on the west coast of Isabela and Fernandina, especially Cormorant Beach, Tagus Cove, and Punta Espinosa.
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[image: image] Walking along trails teeming with several species of boobies and nesting frigates on Seymour Norte and Genovesa.
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[image: image] Watching land iguanas that resemble small dinosaurs munching cacti on Santa Fé and Plaza Sur.
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[image: image] Braving the currents to dive among hammerheads, Galápagos sharks, and rays at Gordon Rocks, Seymour Norte, and Kicker Rock.
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[image: image] Snorkeling among playful sea lions, huge sea turtles, and reef sharks at famous snorkeling sites like Corona del Diablo and Punta Vicente Roca.
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[image: image] Marveling at the giant tortoises wandering in the highlands of Santa Cruz.
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[image: image] Visiting Darwin and Wolf Islands, home to the world’s largest biomass of sharks, including schooling hammerheads and whale sharks, on a liveaboard dive cruise.
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[image: image] Experiencing awe-inspiring volcanic landscapes on the enormous caldera of Sierra Negra volcano, lava archways of Los Túneles, and iconic views of the pinnacle at Bartolomé Island.
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[image: image] Relaxing on long white-sand beaches like Tortuga Bay on Santa Cruz, Cerro Brujo on San Cristóbal, and Playa Grande on Isabela.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



WHERE TO GO


The Galápagos archipelago comprises over 20 islands and numerous islets. The total population of the archipelago is 30,000. Only four of the islands are populated: Santa Cruz, by far the largest, with 17,000 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 over two hundred visitor sites, including landing sites and marine sites, though some are restricted to scientists and others are rarely if ever visited. Most of the visitor sites in the central and southern islands can be reached by either cruises or guided day trips from the port towns. The other main islands in the archipelago—Rábida, Genovesa, Marchena, Darwin, Wolf, most of Santiago, the northern part of Isabela, and Fernandina—can only be visited on cruises. Pinta in the north is 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.
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Santa Cruz and the Central 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; frigates and blue-footed boobies on Seymour Norte; schooling hammerheads at Gordon Rocks; the blackened lava trails around Sullivan Bay; and the iconic pinnacle of Bartolomé.
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Plaza Sur
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blue-footed boobies





San Cristóbal and the East


Sea lions dominate the waterfront of Puerto Baquerizo Moreno. 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, the world’s largest breeding site for waved albatrosses and one of the top sites in the archipelago.


Isabela and the West


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 an enormous caldera before descending to the spectacular landscape of Volcán Chico. There are excellent boat trips to visit the cormorants at Cormorant Beach, see dramatic archways of Los Túneles, go deepwater snorkeling at Isla Tortuga, and see reef sharks at Tintoreras Islets. For cruises, the western side of the island offers beautiful hiking at Darwin Lake as well as snorkeling with sea turtles and flightless cormorants at Punta Vicente Roca. You can keep an eye out for whales while cruising in the Bolívar Channel that separates Isabela from Fernandina, where you’ll find the largest colony of marine iguanas in the archipelago and the biggest nesting site for flightless cormorants at Punta Espinosa.
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Darwin Lake on the west coast of Isabela





Floreana


Floreana’s lush, peaceful ambience belies its troubled history, which has kept amateur sleuths guessing for decades. Highlights include the quirky post office at Post Office Bay and the beautiful mangrove-lined coast of Mirador de la Baronesa. Offshore, there is excellent snorkeling at Enderby, Corona del Diablo, and Champion Island.
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a trail on Floreana strewn with red Sesuvium







Biking is a popular way to explore the Galápagos. Both conventional and e-bikes are widely available to rent. Most of the bicycling routes are on roads, but there’s not that much traffic, and Santa Cruz island has a dedicated bike lane.


The most popular destinations to explore by bike are the Santa Cruz highlands and tortoise reserves, and Los Humedales on Isabela. It’s also possible to explore the San Cristóbal highlands and the Isabela highlands, both on the main road, as well as mountain biking routes ascending to Cerro Grande on Isabela.





The Far North


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. Marchena has no landing sites, but there are a couple rarely-visited snorkeling sites. Pinta is off-limits to visitors.


Gateway Cities


All Galápagos visitors coming from abroad spend at least an overnight layover in either Quito or Guayaquil. It’s particularly popular to stay a couple of extra days in Quito, visiting the well-preserved historic center, home to impressive cathedrals and too many museums to count.
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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. The best time to visit largely comes down to personal preference. March, July-August, and the end of December are the busiest months.


December-April is the hot and rainy 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, although 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 at their most intense; you may constantly feel sticky from bug repellent, sunscreen, and humidity.


June-October is the cool and 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, as the water 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.



BOOKING YOUR TRIP



Type of Travel


There are many ways to visit the Galápagos. See Visiting the Islands for more details about ways to visit and booking your trip.


NATURALIST CRUISES


Cruises are the traditional and typically most expensive way to visit. Visitors on cruises sleep on board and wake up in a new place every day, reaching the farthest corners of the Galápagos islands. Cruises are suitable for a wide range of visitors and typically recommended as the best way to maximize wildlife sightings.


LIVEABOARD CRUISES


Liveaboard dive cruises for advanced divers head to the north coast of Isabela and the world-famous distant islands of Wolf and Darwin.


ORGANIZED LAND TOURS


Organized land tours stay in hotels on one of the four inhabited islands or island-hop among them. You’ll take boat trips or other tours to visit the sites within a few hours of port and return to town, eat in a variety of restaurants, and sleep in a comfortable hotel. Organized land tours are recommended if you want to sleep on land and have someone take care of all the details, but you’ll be constrained to the areas near the towns.


INDEPENDENT TRAVEL


Independent travelers can create their own schedules. Many areas must still be visited on tour with a guide, but you can select the combination of tours that suits you and explore some areas on your own. Independent travel is good for people who want more flexibility to customize their experience or a more relaxed schedule with some down days. Although you can spend a lot of money for a luxury experience, it is still the least expensive option.




If You Have . . .


5 DAYS
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Book a five-day cruise itinerary, or plan to stay on one of the inhabited islands with an airport (Santa Cruz or San Cristóbal) and take day trips from there.


7 DAYS
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Book the classic week-long naturalist cruise or a diving cruise, with time for transferring through Quito. Alternately, plan a land-based visit, island-hopping between two of the inhabited islands. Or take a shorter cruise and spend a couple of days in a hotel.


12 DAYS
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Twelve days gives you enough time to island-hop among the three most popular islands (Santa Cruz, San Cristóbal, and Isabela) on a land-based Galápagos trip. Or you can take a week-long cruise and spend the remainder of the time exploring by land-based tourism.







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 on liveaboard cruises, June-November is the prime season due to the presence of enormous whale sharks.





Booking


It’s easy to book in advance through tour agencies based in the Galápagos, Ecuador, or your home country. Holding out for last-minute deals and booking on the islands may save you money, but be aware that it may leave you stranded as well. You may not get onto a cruise, and popular day tours can sell out. It’s easiest to book last-minute as a solo traveler or a pair; the larger your group, the harder it is to find last-minute availability.
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LOW-IMPACT TOURISM
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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.


[image: image] Follow National Park Rules


• Use officially licensed operators and boats and visit with a licensed guide, except for the free-entry sites where you may visit independently.


• Stay 2 m (6 ft) away from wildlife, including camera extension sticks. Do not touch or feed the wildlife.


• Drones are not allowed, and flash photography is not permitted when taking photos of wildlife.


• Leave no trace. Do not introduce plants, seeds, or animals. Do not write on rocks or trees or remove any materials from the national park. Trash must be packed out from visitor sites and disposed of in the populated towns.


• Do not buy souvenirs made of volcanic rocks, coral, shells, endemic wood, or animal materials.


• Use only reef-safe sunscreen. Avoid products with oxybenzone and octinoxate.


• Obey posted hours. Visitor site hours are generally open 6am-6pm, with the exception of night diving permitted at specific sites.


[image: image] Conservation


• Bring a reusable water bottle and grocery bag. Avoid plastics.


• Take short showers and request linen and towel changes only when necessary.


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


[image: image] Local Communities


• Support locally owned businesses.


• Eat locally grown products whenever possible.


• 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).







THE MAIN ISLANDS


This table is a preview of main islands and popular visitor sites in the Galápagos, but there are many more detailed in the island chapters of this book. Not all islands are equal. Some have one visitor site and take one day to visit, while others have 40 visitor sites, each with their own unique appeal.


















	Island

	Touring modes

	Visitor sites and key attractions










	Santa Cruz

	cruise

	Cerro Dragón (yellow land iguanas), Caleta Tortuga Negra (snorkeling), Eden Islet (panga ride and kayaking)






	land-based

	Tortuga Bay and El Garrapatero, Academy Bay, Gordon Rocks (schools of hammerheads)






	cruise and land

	Charles Dawin Research Center, tortoise breeding center, giant tortoises, lava tunnels, Las Grietas swimming hole






	Santa Fé

	cruise and land

	arid landscape with Santa Fé land iguanas and sea lions, snorkeling






	Plaza Sur

	cruise and land

	yellow land iguanas, sea lions






	Pinzón

	land-based

	snorkeling with sea lions and reef sharks; no landing sites






	Seymour Norte

	cruise and land

	nesting frigate birds, blue-footed boobies, sea lions, diving with sharks






	Mosquera

	land-based

	marine sites with sharks, rays, and garden eels






	Daphne Major

	land-based

	sea lion colony, marine life; snorkeling only; no landing sites






	Daphne Minor

	land-based

	diving with corals, rays, and sharks; no landing sites






	Santiago

	cruise

	Puerto Egas (fur seal grottoes), Buccaneer Cove (panga rides), Playa Espumilla (flamingo lagoon)






	cruise and land

	Sullivan Bay (hiking on pahoehoe lava formations), Cousins Rock (diving with black coral, seahorses, and reef sharks)






	Bartolomé

	cruise and land, liveaboard

	hiking the iconic pinnacle viewpoint, snorkeling with penguins, diving






	Sombrero Chino

	cruise and land

	sea lion colony






	
Rábida


	cruise

	dramatic red-sand beach, sea lions






	Floreana

	land-based

	La Lobería (snorkeling with sea lions), Sendero los Pulpos (lava rock hike with flamingos)






	cruise and land

	Post Office Bay and Mirador de la Baronesa (viewpoints and coastlines), Punta Cormorant (flamingo lagoon, sea turtle nesting, diving)






	San Cristóbal

	land-based

	hiking, snorkeling (Bahía Rosa Blanca), diving (Kicker Rock), surfing (El Cañon and Tongo Reef), tortoise breeding center






	cruise and land

	Punta Pitt (three species of boobies), remote white-sand beaches with sea lions (Cerro Brujo, Manglecito, Puerto Grande)






	Española

	cruise and land

	Punta Suárez and Punta Cevallos (largest colony of waved albatrosses in the world), Bahía Gardner (sea lions)






	Isabela

	cruise

	flightless cormorants and penguins (Punta Moreno, Bahía Elizabeth, Tagus Cove), snorkeling and diving (Punta Vicente Roca)






	land-based

	Cormorant Beach (flightless cormorants and penguins), hiking a volcano (Sierra Negra and Minas de Azufre), tortoise breeding center, flamingos, white-sand beaches, snorkeling






	cruise and land

	Tintoreras Islets (explore marine life by kayak, SUP, or dinghy)






	liveaboard

	Cabo Marshall (diving with oceanic manta rays), Punta Vicente Roca (snorkeling and diving, panga rides)






	Fernandina

	cruise

	Punta Espinosa (flightless cormorants, penguins, marine iguanas), Punta Mangle (snorkeling and panga rides)






	liveaboard

	Cabo Douglas, diving alongside feeding marine iguanas






	Genovesa

	cruise

	Darwin Bay, Prince Philip’s Steps, largest colony of red-footed boobies, Nazca boobies, nesting frigate birds






	Marchena

	cruise

	rarely visited island with great snorkeling; no landing sites






	Pinta

	scientists only

	restricted island home to Lonesome George and giant tortoises; no landing sites






	Darwin

	liveaboard

	Darwin’s Pillars (formerly Darwin’s Arch), diving with schooling hammerheads and whale sharks






	Wolf

	liveaboard

	numerous dive sites with several species of sharks and rays
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tourist boat
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frigates






KNOW BEFORE YOU GO



Passports, Tourist Cards, and Visas


Travelers of many nationalities, including the United States, Canada, and countries in Europe, can get a tourist visa stamp (also called a T3) on arrival that is good for 90 days. To enter the Galápagos, you must obtain the mandatory $20 transit control (TCT) card from your departure airport, Quito or Guayaquil. Upon arrival in the archipelago, there is a mandatory national park entrance fee ($200 for most foreigners), payable in cash. The maximum stay in the Galápagos Islands is shorter than the rest of Ecuador: 60 days within any 365-day period. See Visas and Officialdom for more details.


Vaccinations


The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends that travelers have routine immunizations as well as hepatitis A, hepatitis B, and typhoid fever vaccinations. Rabies vaccinations are also recommended for those venturing into rural areas. for more details.


Transportation


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. Fares are $300-400 round-trip from Guayaquil or 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 a bus, a ferry ride, and a taxi. There are interisland ferries ($30) between the inhabited ports Baquerizo Moreno on San Cristóbal, Puerto Velasco Ibarra on Floreana, and Puerto Villamil on Isabela.
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blue-footed booby overlooking Tortuga Bay
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RECREATION & ACTIVITIES Galápagos Islands



BEST SNORKELING



The Galápagos rank as one of the world’s best snorkeling destinations. Sea lions, sea turtles, stingrays, reef sharks, and a vast array of tropical fish can all be seen at dozens of snorkeling sites throughout the archipelago. Most cruises and day tours include the use of snorkels and fins, but you can also rent them from tour agencies in the ports or bring your own.


Bartolomé


SANTA CRUZ AND THE CENTRAL ISLANDS


Bartolomé is both the most iconic viewpoint in the Galápagos and one of the best snorkeling spots. The clear deep sea along the coast is a common spot to see Galápagos penguins zipping through the water.


Pinzón


SANTA CRUZ AND THE CENTRAL ISLANDS


Playful sea lions, sea turtles, and reef sharks await in shallow waters off the east coast of Santa Cruz Island.


Kicker Rock (León Dormido)


SAN CRISTÓBAL AND THE EAST


The narrow channel between the sheer walls of this volcanic tuff cone is a prime snorkeling spot. Whitetip reef sharks, sea turtles, and rays are commonly seen in the channel, while hammerheads lurk in the deeper waters. A visit is combined with snorkeling among a sea lion colony at nearby Isla Lobos.
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school of yellow-tailed grunts







BEST GO-ON-YOUR-OWN SITES


A couple of good snorkeling spots are within easy walking distance of the ports, where you can go on your own, such as La Lobería on Floreana, Concha de Perla on Isabela, and Cerro Tijeretas on San Cristóbal.


BEST CRUISE-ONLY SITES


Travelers on cruises will have daily opportunities to snorkel at a wide variety of excellent spots inaccessible to day tours, including Punta Vicente Roca on Isabela and Corona del Diablo on Floreana, and Punta Espinosa on Fernandina.


BEST DAY TRIPS


Some of the best snorkeling spots available on day trips include Kicker Rock on San Cristóbal, Bartolomé, Pinzón, and Los Túneles on Isabela.





Bahía Gardner, Española


SAN CRISTÓBAL AND THE EAST


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


Los Túneles and El Finado


ISABELA AND THE WEST


On the southern side of Isabela, snorkelers can spot whitetip reef sharks hiding in underwater caves, seahorses among the mangrove roots, and huge sea turtles out in the bay.


Punta Vicente Roca


ISABELA AND THE WEST


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.


Corona del Diablo and Champion Island


FLOREANA


The jagged peaks of the submerged volcanic cone known as Corona del Diablo (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.
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TOP EXPERIENCE


BEST BEACHES OF THE GALÁPAGOS


The beaches of the Galápagos Islands are stunning and diverse, ranging from powdery white coral sands to striking black volcanic shores. Each island offers a unique coastal experience, with beaches like Tortuga Bay on Santa Cruz, Cerro Brujo on San Cristóbal, and Playa Grande on Isabela showcasing the archipelago’s natural beauty. These beaches are not only ideal for relaxing, swimming, and snorkeling but also provide incredible opportunities to observe wildlife such as sea lions, marine iguanas, sea turtles, and a variety of seabirds in their natural habitats.


MOST POPULAR


Tortuga Bay, Santa Cruz


Tortuga Bay is a stunning white-sand beach known for its turquoise water, rich wildlife, and peaceful atmosphere. Accessible by a 2.5-km (1.5-mi) walking trail from Puerto Ayora, it features Playa Brava, with strong waves that attract surfers, and Playa Mansa, ideal for swimming and kayaking. Visitors often see marine iguanas, tortoises, and shorebirds in this beautiful protected area.
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Tortuga Bay





RIGHT IN TOWN


Playa Grande, Isabela


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


BEST VIEWS


Cerro Brujo, San Cristóbal


On the northwest side of San Cristóbal, Cerro Brujo is known for its white-sand beach, turquoise water, and dramatic views of Kicker Rock. This scenic spot offers excellent opportunities for bird-watching, snorkeling, and observing wildlife like sea lions, marine iguanas, and blue-footed boobies in a serene, picturesque setting.


LESS CROWDED


El Garrapatero, Santa Cruz


El Garrapatero, on the eastern coast of Santa Cruz Island, is a serene and secluded spot renowned for its soft white sand, clear turquoise water, and rich biodiversity. Accessible on a short trail through native vegetation, the beach offers opportunities for swimming, kayaking, and wildlife watching.






BEST SURFING



While it may seem a little odd to come to the world’s top wildlife-watching destination and spend your time catching waves, the Galápagos Islands are a popular place for local surfers, joined by some international surfers too. Restrictions make surfing difficult. There are a limited number of places where surfing is permitted by the national park, and some can be difficult to reach due to a lack of tours. The best time of year for surfing, as on the mainland, is December-May.


Santa Cruz and the Central Islands


On Santa Cruz, a few beaches are close to Puerto Ayora, including La Ratonera near Charles Darwin Research Station as well as Tortuga Bay.


San Cristóbal and the East


The center of surfing in the archipelago is San Cristóbal, which has a few good spots for intermediate and advanced surfers within easy access of Baquerizo Moreno. The island picks up north and south Pacific swells on the northwest and southwest coasts. The best north swell is Punta Carola, a 10-minute boat ride from the port. El Cañon is also close to town. The best south swells are La Lobería and Tongo Reef. There are surf shops at the three main ports with board rentals and classes. If you get a group together to do a day tour, a more remote spot is Manglecito near Kicker Rock.


Isabela and the West


Isabela is known as a good spot for beginners; you can stay on the beachfront and walk right out into surfing territory on Playa Grande.
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sunset on Playa Grande, Isabela







BEST PLACES TO GO FOR FREE


As budget travelers know, day tours can easily empty your wallet, and cruises can empty your bank account. Luckily, a decent number of sites 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


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 watch for marine iguanas and blue-footed boobies.
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walking path to 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 a popular beach and snorkeling spot. The water is a bit murky and choppy, but that doesn’t stop visitors and locals from wading in to snorkel with sea turtles. The cliffs above the beach have beautiful views, and you can spot frigates and swallow-tailed gulls flying by.


CONCHA DE PERLA, ISABELA


Walk just 15 minutes from town and you can swim with lots of fish and the occasional sea turtle 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 Sesuvium 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 in the Galápagos to watch the sunset.


LOS HUMEDALES, ISABELA


Explore sprawling wetlands with numerous short trails, sandy coves, and birdwatching. You can explore on your own with a bicycle, just outside of town.






FISHING IN THE GALÁPAGOS



Due to the enormous marine productivity of the waters around the Galápagos, fishing can be a unique experience, although you can’t just bring a fishing rod and sit on the pier. As a tourism activity, fishing is highly regulated due to problems with overfishing and conflicts of interest between fishers and the national park. As a compromise, the practice of “experiential fishing” (pesca vivencial, sometimes dubiously translated as vivencial fishing) has developed, in which you must only fish on a licensed tour with a guide, and the catch is regulated. Named for the idea of allowing visitors to accompany fishers and observe the everyday experience of fishing, experiential fishing may be part of snorkeling tours and other excursions, but if you’re enthusiastic about fishing, you may want a dedicated fishing charter.


Snorkeling Tours


On many experiential fishing tours, the primary attraction is snorkeling or exploring remote coastlines. Many agencies refer to these as snorkeling tours, as I do in this book. The tours can be booked in advance or last-minute and cost $140-180. Compared to other day tours, they use less comfortable boats but are somewhat cheaper. Fishing for 10-20 minutes feels a little like an afterthought and not the focus of the tour. Some guides allow travelers to participate, but others just do it themselves with little explanation.


These tours are often marketed only by the name of the destination, such as Pinzón tour, Enderby tour, Los Túneles tour, and so on. Some sites such as Bahía Rosa Blanca on San Cristóbal and Los Túneles and El Finado on Isabela, have been authorized by the national park exclusively for experiential fishing tours.


Big-Game Fishing Charters


Fishing charters or big-game fishing is the other option for experiential fishing. These charters are only booked in advance and cost $3,000-5,000 for the boat. They are less common because of their cost and niche appeal to visitors who are serious and experienced fishers. The Galápagos are most famous for catch-and-release billfish fishing, and the waters are home to large populations of striped and blue marlin. Fishing charters also can target tuna, wahoo, mahimahi, or grouper to be prepared as ceviche or cooked back on land, with a 23-kg (50-lb) weight limit. Santa Cruz, San Cristóbal, and Isabela are all popular hubs for fishing.


Confusingly, you may hear that sportfishing is prohibited in the Galápagos. This activity may seem like sportfishing, but the differences are in the strict regulations applied by the national park.




BEST HIKES


The Galápagos aren’t a great hiking destination, in the sense that there aren’t a lot of trails where you can go out on your own and explore. The majority are controlled by the national park and only accessible on a tour. There are a couple of beaches a few kilometers from the towns (Playa Baquerizo on San Cristóbal, Tortuga Bay on Santa Cruz), but most people consider the beaches the main attraction, not the walk there. Most tours include walking over trails of dirt and lava rock, but the distances are usually less than 1.6 km (1 mi). That said, these are the three standout hikes on the islands:


MEDIA LUNA AND CERRO CROCKER, SANTA CRUZ


The hike to Media Luna and Cerro Crocker (7 km/4.3 mi round-trip; 3 hours), the highest point on Santa Cruz, is possible to do on your own, although you need a taxi to get to the trailhead and back. The lush greenery and misty atmosphere is a refreshing change from being in town, and you can see native Miconia and Scalesia plants and watch for Darwin’s finches.


SIERRA NEGRA AND VOLCÁN CHICO, ISABELA


The Sierra Negra hike to Volcán Chico is the most famous hike in the archipelago; the 16-km (10-mi) round-trip takes about five hours and is only possible on a tour. There are expansive views from several spots along the edge of the enormous caldera, and the second half traverses otherworldly fields of lava.
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hiking Sierra Negra





MINAS DE AZUFRE (SULPHUR MINES), ISABELA


On the other side of the Sierra Negra volcano on Isabela, the Minas de Azufre hike is just 4 km (2.5 mi), and it’s the only opportunity in the Galápagos to descend into a caldera. You can see active fumaroles venting steam and gases and brilliant yellow rocks interspersed with the lava.






CAMPING IN THE GALÁPAGOS



Camping in the Galápagos is off the beaten path. Camping in the national park can be spectacular, but it is quite unpopular due to the limited number of places where it is allowed, the small number of tours available, and logistical challenges for independent travelers. There are also all-inclusive resorts in the highlands that offer luxury glamping-inspired stays, but that’s hardly camping.


Camping Tours in the National Park


Camping is allowed by the national park at El Cura and the hike-in site Minas de Azufre on Isabela, but there are no regular tours to either. You can organize your own private tour with tour agencies on Isabela with advance notice and a large budget. The remote beaches Puerto Grande and Manglecito on San Cristóbal are only accessible by boat. ROW Adventures (www.rowadventures.com) is currently the only tour operator that organizes regular camping tours in the national park on Manglecito beach.


Independent Camping in the National Park


There are only three places where you can camp independently in the national park: El Garrapatero Beach and Playa Roja on Santa Cruz and Puerto Chino on San Cristóbal. To camp at these places, you need a permit in advance from the national park. Most would-be campers are deterred by the in-person application process, expensive taxi rides, and need for excess baggage (no travel agencies in the Galápagos rent tents). If you’re willing to brave the mosquitoes and paperwork, however, you have a decent chance of having a deserted beach all to yourself, with only the sound of crickets and the waves at night.
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camping at El Garrapatero Beach





Camping on Private Land


The easier alternative is to stay at campsites on private property. You will still need a taxi to get to and from these campsites, but you don’t need to get a permit. There are reasonably priced campgrounds with facilities in the highlands of Isabela at Campo Duro (road to Sierra Negra; refugiodetortugasgigantes@hotmail.com; https://campoduroecolodge.com), where you can bring your own tent and sleeping bag or use theirs for an extra fee.



SPOTLIGHT ON Diving in the Galápagos Islands



With such an astonishing array of marine life, it’s no surprise that the Galápagos rank among the world’s best dive destinations. The New York Zoological Society’s Oceanographic Expedition sent divers to the islands for the first time in 1925, and they’ve been returning ever since. The Galápagos Marine Reserve is 138,000 sq km (53,300 sq mi) and connects to an additional 60,000 sq km (23,000 sq mi) of protected area within the Hermandad Marine Reserve. There are now some 60 dive sites around the archipelago, and most are exclusively for diving.
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diver with sea turtle





The typical visibility of 8-18 m (25-60 ft) isn’t great if you’re accustomed to diving in the Caribbean, but dives here are still famous for the amount and variety of marine life. Schools of fish stretch out for what seems like eternity, and you’re almost guaranteed close encounters with a variety of sharks—small whitetip reef sharks, larger Galápagos sharks, and hammerheads. In the far north are enormous whale sharks and schooling hammerheads. When you consider the opportunities to spot enormous manta rays, feeding marine iguanas, and playful sea lions, the diving elsewhere will pale in comparison.


It’s not possible to dive on regular cruises. Divers can choose between multiday liveaboard dive cruises or staying in hotels on land and doing diving day tours. Independent shore diving is not allowed in the Galápagos. You must book diving tours with licensed dive guides. Each dive guide may accompany up to eight divers.


LIVEABOARD DIVE CRUISES


The most famous way to dive the Galápagos is on a liveaboard cruise that visits the far-flung reaches of the archipelago. Liveaboards aren’t for beginners and usually require a minimum of 50-100 logged dives. Divers on liveaboards are generally given more leeway than dive tours from land. Buddy pairs may dive within the boundaries set by the dive guide and surface as a pair when low on air. Liveaboard cruises are usually booked in advance and range $5,000-7,000.


The most spectacular diving in Galápagos is around Darwin and Wolf, which are a full day’s sail north of the main island group and only accessible by liveaboard. Schools of hundreds of hammerheads can be seen off Wolf, and gigantic whale sharks cruise slowly by June-November. Bottlenose dolphins are common at Darwin’s Pillars.


Other popular dive sites on liveaboard itineraries are Punta Vicente Roca and Cabo Marshall on Isabela, and Cabo Douglas on Fernandina.


DIVING DAY TOURS


The other way to dive the Galápagos is by staying in hotels and taking day trips with the dive shops in the main ports. This is more popular and relatively cheaper. Note, however, that the daily dive tours (about $200 for a two-dive tour) are pricey compared to diving elsewhere, and you will be restricted to dive sites in the central islands.


Divers are grouped by experience and assigned to a dive guide. Once someone is low on air, the guide signals for the group to end the dive. You will need open-water certification for all the standard dive tours. The majority of these dive sites are for all levels, but the most famous, Gordon Rocks, requires a minimum history of 25 dives. You may be asked to book a refresh dive if you haven’t logged dives in a long time, but that’s also something dive shops in the Galápagos offer. Divers with no certification can also book discovery dives.
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• Santa Cruz and the Central Islands: For divers based in hotels, Santa Cruz has the most dive sites and the greatest number of dive shops, with access to popular dive sites like Bartolomé, Gordon Rocks, Daphne Minor, Mosquera, Seymour Norte, and Cousins Rock.


• San Cristóbal and the East: San Cristóbal has fewer dive shops and dive sites, including Kicker Rock, the Caragua Wreck, Roca Ballena, and Punta Pitt.


• Isabela and the West: Isabela only has one dive shop in town that runs tours to just one dive site, Isla Tortuga.


• Floreana: Floreana, the least developed of the inhabited islands, has no dive shops. The island’s dive sites are only accessible on a day tour from Santa Cruz.


DIVE CENTERS AND SCHOOLS


Choosing the right dive center is essential for your own safety. There are a number of reputable operators in Puerto Ayora and Puerto Baquerizo Moreno. Use the recommendations in this book or check online reviews.
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divers and sea lions





Local dive schools in Puerto Ayora and San Cristóbal offer PADI open-water and advanced certification courses. Occasionally you can find more advanced courses, although it is an expensive place to get certified, costing $1,000 for open-water or advanced open-water certification. If you’re set on diving but you don’t have your certification, many dive shops offer discovery dives.
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hawkfish





SEASONS AND EQUIPMENT


If you go diving in warm season (Jan.-June), you’ll benefit from warmer water temperatures of 20-26°C (68-79°F) and overall calmer seas. Cold season brings nutrient-rich cold water, which can increase marine activity but decreases visibility. Cold season is whale shark season for divers on liveaboards. Water temperatures drop to 18°C (64°F) in the cold season. Wolf and Darwin are generally warmer, and the western part of the archipelago near Isabela is colder. Dive centers stock 5-mm and 7-mm wetsuits as rentals.


Liveaboards offer rental equipment for an additional fee, but they strongly encourage divers to bring their own. Diving day tours are all-inclusive, including standard rental gear (BCD, regulator, weight belt, wetsuit, snorkel, mask, fins). You may sometimes obtain a small discount by bringing your own gear.





Visiting the Islands



Cruises


Land-Based Tourism and Independent Travel


Booking, Budgeting, and Last-Minute Deals


Tour Operators and Agencies
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Kicker Rock





Cruises have historically been considered the classic way to visit the Galápagos, and advantages include the opportunity to travel farther, cover more sites, and spend more time 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 pollution associated with hotels. The drawbacks are that you are on a boat for several days with a fixed schedule, which doesn’t suit everyone, and it tends to be more expensive.


On the other hand, land-based tours are as a whole the most popular way to visit the islands; in 2024, 78 percent of tourists stayed on land, compared to 22 percent on a cruise. 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 travelers are shunning tours and doing it themselves, saving a lot of money. Bear in mind, however, that doing it this way restricts you to day tours close to the main islands, and islands such as Genovesa and Fernandina as well as many sites on Santiago, Floreana, and Isabela become off-limits.


Cruises


Cruises are a popular way to travel for Galápagos visitors. When shopping for a cruise, the most important things to look for are itinerary, boat type and size, and cruise category, which determines class, amenities, and cost.
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tourist-class Golondrina yacht and luxury-class La Pinta cruise ship





Cruise Itineraries


There are basically three cruise regions: northern, southern, and western, featuring the three most famous islands: Genovesa on northern routes, Española on southern routes, and Fernandina on western routes. There is considerable variation from boat to boat, and some itineraries may combine parts of different regions, for example, a southwestern or northwestern itinerary. Cruise itineraries are most commonly five to eight days. It’s only possible to experience all three areas on the rarer two-week tours. Cruises depart from Baltra near Santa Cruz or from San Cristóbal. It’s not possible to see all the islands in a week; there are some longer itineraries but they are relatively rare. Itineraries are strictly controlled by the National Park Service to regulate the impact of visitors on delicate sites. Cruises are prohibited from visiting the same site again in a 14-day period; the goal is to protect the most popular visitor sites.


Note that the first and last days are spent loading and unloading; five-day cruises really only have three and a half days of activities. Also check whether a cruise has an extra loading stop: a day spent in the middle of the cruise at an inhabited port town where passengers embark and disembark. Itineraries with an extra stop are not uncommon, but these are less desirable than an uninterrupted eight-day itinerary that stays in the remote islands. Check the itinerary for visits to inhabited port towns in the middle of the cruise, and ask your travel agent if you aren’t sure.


SAMPLE FIVE-DAY NORTHERN CRUISE


• Day 1: Baltra airport and Santa Cruz highlands


• Day 2: Eden Islet and Sombrero Chino


• Day 3: Bartolomé and Sullivan Bay, Santiago


• Day 4: Genovesa


• Day 5: Depart from Baltra


SAMPLE SEVEN-DAY WESTERN CRUISE


• Day 1: Baltra and North Seymour


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


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


• Day 4: Rábida, Santa Cruz (Cerro Dragón)


• Day 5: Santa Cruz (Charles Darwin Research Center, Highlands)
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• Day 6: Floreana (Post Office Bay, Champion Island, Punta Cormorant)


• Day 7: Baltra


SAMPLE EIGHT-DAY SOUTHWESTERN CRUISE


• Day 1: Baltra, Daphne Major


• Day 2: Española (Punta Suárez, Bahía Gardner)


• Day 3: Floreana (Post Office Bay, Punta Cormorant, Mirador de la Baronesa)


• Day 4: Isabela (Punta Moreno, Bahía Urbina)


• Day 5: Fernandina (Punta Espinosa), Isabela (Punta Vicente Roca)


• Day 6: South Plaza, Santa Cruz (Cerro Dragón)


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


• Day 8: Baltra


Boat Types and Sizes


Cruises operate on many types of vessels, from small 10-passenger motor sailboats to 100-passenger cruise ships. Each offers a very different experience.


YACHTS AND CATAMARANS


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 up 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 15 m (50 ft) long, while the larger luxury ones are 45 m (150 ft). 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 to luxury.


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. All of the cruise ships are luxury class and have capacity for more than 40 passengers, with the biggest catering to 100.
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cruise room aboard La Pinta





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 Categories



Cruises come in four basic classes: economy or 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. You may also see cruises sold with other rating nomenclature, like “standard” or “deluxe.” There are also special types of cruises like liveaboard dive cruises, themed cruises, or cruises for specific groups. Make sure you confirm all the important details (the name of the yacht, the size of the cabins, itineraries, and amenities) when booking a trip. In light of the limited number of berths aboard cruises allowed by the national park, ongoing investment has renovated or replaced most of the basic boats, and the majority are luxury and first-class yachts. This means that cruises are becoming more expensive, but the overall quality is increasing as well. With the wide choice of boat classes available, it’s important to remember that, by and large, you get what you pay for. The least expensive boats have the smallest cabins, don’t hire the best guides, and are the most likely for passengers to get seasick.
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lounge aboard luxury-class Santa Cruz II





The price ranges listed below are typical when purchasing a cruise in advance; there are also last-minute discounts to save 30 percent or more. Week-long cruises purchased in advance cost from $3,000 to over $10,000, depending on class; shorter four-day cruises are about half that, $1,500-5,000. On a per-day basis, those prices are about $400-1,000 per day. Prices include food and accommodations on board based on double occupancy. The cost of flights, entrance to the Galápagos park, tips, and fees for solo cabin occupancy are not included. Alcoholic beverages often cost extra on board.


ECONOMY OR TOURIST CLASS


These boats are the “backpacker specials” of the Galápagos, costing $3,000 per week. Keep in mind that every aspect of the service on these small boats, which carry 10-16 passengers, will be very basic. Cabins are generally very small and have bunk-style beds, but typically have air-conditioning and private baths. 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 Danubio Azul, Darwin, and Golondrina.


TOURIST SUPERIOR CLASS


Tourist superior class boats cost $4,000-5,000 per week. These medium-size sailboats or motorboats hold 16-20 passengers. Compared to the economy-tourist boats, you can expect a larger and somewhat more stable vessel; better cabins, although still small and with bunk beds; more varied food; nicer lounge areas; and more experienced guides.


Boats in this category include Aida Maria, Fragata, Eden, Samba, Yolita, and Archipel 1.


FIRST CLASS


First-class boats cost $6,000-8,000 per person per week and are a popular and comfortable way to see the islands while maintaining an intimate group atmosphere (mainly 16-20 passengers). 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. They tend to hire better guides as well, which can make a big difference in your experience.


Boats in this category include the Anahi, Coral, Monserrat, Galaxy, Seaman Journey, Grand Daphne, Letty, Galaxy, Tip Top II, IV, and V, and Nemo.


LUXURY CLASS


Luxury-class tours typically cost $8,000-12,000 for a week-long cruise. The food is gourmet, service is excellent, and there’s spacious lounges, jetted tubs, Wi-Fi, and other amenities. The guides are the best in the archipelago. Cabins are more spacious and start to resemble hotel rooms, with large windows or private balconies and extra sitting areas. Aboard the cruise ships you may also find a fitness center, a spa, an onboard doctor, glass-bottom boats, and other amenities. Luxury-class boats can be either yachts and catamarans carrying only 16-20 passengers or large cruise ships carrying 40-100 passengers.


On some cruise ships, like the Silversea vessels or the Celebrity Flora, you can book an even more exclusive experience. An upgraded “penthouse” or “owner’s suite” of 95-165 sq m (1,000-1,800 sq ft) with a separate living room, a private dining room, walk-in closets, and private hot tubs costs in the range of $40,000-80,000.


Luxury cruise ships include the Celebrity Flora, Celebrity Expedition, Galapagos Legend, Evolution, National Geographic Endeavor II, National Geographic Gemini, La Pinta, Isabela II, Santa Cruz II, and Silver Origin. Luxury yachts and catamarans include the Alya, Coral, Elite, Endemic, Hermes, Horizon, Galapagos Sea Star, Grace, Ocean Spray, Natural Paradise, Origin, Theory, Evolve, and National Geographic Delfina.
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