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After a morning’s work, covering this and 
other vantage points on this small island in 
the south of the Galapagos Archipelago, 
I have recorded 887 cactus trees with a 
height of one metre or more. This is good 
news for cactuses, but also for the Floreana 
mockingbird (Mimus trifasciatus) and the 
Floreana racer (Pseudalsophis biserialis 
biserialis), a type of terrestrial snake. For I 
am on Champion, one of just two tiny islets 
that act as a refuge for these charismatic 
and endangered denizens of Galapagos.

In the past, both mockingbird and racer 
could be found living on nearby Floreana. 
The disappearance of these species 
from this large island is a consequence 
of their close association with cacti: 
the mockingbirds feed on nectar from 
their flowers, sap from their trunks and 
invertebrates living in the rotting pads that 
surround them; the snakes depend on the 
moist, cool, gecko-rich habitat that these 
plants provide. 

But by the early 1900s, introduced 
mammals like cows, goats and donkeys 
had decimated Floreana’s cacti, a change 
that ultimately led to the local extinction 
of the mockingbird and the racer. The only 
place these species managed to survive was 
on Champion and Gardner-by-Floreana, 
offshore islets that have never seen large 
mammals and where there are still plenty 
of cacti. 

Last year, on Gardner-by-Floreana,  
my team and I witnessed an extraordinary 
event that underscores the intricate 
ecosystem that exists in the understory 
of these cacti. Reaching up to 30cm long, 
Darwin’s Goliath centipede (Scolopendra 
galapagoensis) is one of the largest 
centipedes on earth. There, amongst the 
cactus debris, was a particularly large 
specimen of this formidable predator with 
a racer skewered on its venomous pincers. 
Then, within a few seconds, a mockingbird 
entered the fray and the predator suddenly 
became prey. 

by Luis Ortiz-Catedral

I am standing on a rocky 
promontory some 36m 

above the turquoise waters of the 
Pacific Ocean. I am counting cacti. 

THE SNAKE AND  
THE MOCKINGBIRD
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A mockingbird 
entered the 
fray and the 

predator 
suddenly 

became prey

THE SNAKE AND  
THE MOCKINGBIRD

Champion is the islet in 
the middle distance, one 
of two refuges for the 
Floreana mockingbird 
and Floreana racer. In 
the foreground is Punta 
Cormorant, one of the 
most popular visitor  
sites on Floreana.
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T H E  S N A K E  A N D  T H E  M O C K I N G B I R D

Whenever I visit the town Puerto Velasco 
Ibarra on Floreana and I share my stories 
of snake-eating centipedes and centipede-
hunting mockingbirds, some locals look at 
me as if I were telling stories from far-flung 
lands rather than from islets less than 
20km away. This might soon change. The 
Floreana Island Restoration Project aims 
to reestablish the ecological functions that 
once shaped the island’s lowlands. 

Part of this venture is already complete. 
By 2009, the dedicated staff of the 
Galapagos National Park had succeeded  
in the removal of nearly 1600 goats and 400 
feral donkeys from Floreana. The next step 
is the eradication of introduced rats and 
cats from the 173km² island, both of which 
are predators of birds and snakes. 

We also need to see a recovery of 
Floreana’s cacti. On Champion, where there 
are hundreds of cactus trees, the racket of 
gulls, boobies, shearwaters, noddies and 
mockingbirds is impossible to ignore. On 
the beaches of Floreana, across just 700m 
of water, the density of cacti is far lower  
and the contrast is striking. There is just  
the lapping of waves on the shore and  
the sound of our footsteps on the lava.  
The occasional finch or yellow warbler is  
the only indication that there is a place  
for birds in this landscape at all.

Yet there are promising signs that 
Floreana’s plant community is coming 
back. The density of trees, though low, is 
on the increase. Two of the cactus trees are 
flowering, with bees buzzing around them 
and cactus finches gorging on nectar  
and pollen.

With the eradication of rats and cats, 
hopefully within the next few years, and the 
further recovery of cacti, it will be possible 
to think about bringing mockingbirds and 
racers over from Champion and Gardner-
by-Floreana.
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A Floreana 
mockingbird on 
Champion looks  
out towards the  
main island of 
Floreana across  
a 700-m stretch  
of water.

From left to right, Luis Ortiz-Catedral, Fidelino Gaona, Joshua 
Guilbert, Rebecca Hamner, Alizon Llerena and Josue Ortiz-Catedral.
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In Galapagos, there have been 64 
successful eradication projects to date 
on 39 different outcrops or islands. But 
on Floreana, the local community, the 
Ecuadorian government and NGO partners 
have a vision that will set a new bar for such 
conservation interventions.

The Floreana Island Restoration Project 
aims to remove invasive rodents and feral 
cats from this island, the sixth largest in the 
Archipelago. The community has embraced 
this initiative because they recognize it will 
lead to increased food security, household 
income and strengthen community tourism. 
For conservationists, the project is a crucial 
step in the recovery of some 55 threatened 
species and a further 13 species – like the 
Floreana racer and Floreana mockingbird 
– that have vanished from the island but 
still survive elsewhere. Others are keen that 
Ecuador should continue to be a world 
leader in the field of ecological restoration. 
Never before has an invasive species 

eradication project held such promise  
for a local community and so many 
threatened species.

The Floreana mockingbird is symbolic 
of the project as a whole. It’s one of the 
world’s rarest birds, locally extirpated from 
Floreana, due in-part to predation from 
invasive rodents and feral cats. In dry years, 
the total number of remaining individuals 
eking out an existence on the two off-shore 
islets dips below 400.

At Island Conservation, we are deeply 
engaged in a process with the local 
community and all the partners to realize 
the vision of this project. Together, we have 
secured the promise of millions of dollars 
in funding, but need to find millions more. 
We are testing methods of eradication and 
helping landowners and partners develop 
plans for their part in the operation. We 
share an optimism for the future of this 
community and for that of the emblematic 
Floreana mockingbird.

I nitiatives to eradiate invasive 
species have succeeded 
on more than 1100 islands 

worldwide. 

FLOREANA ISLAND RESTORATION PROJECT
by Karl Campbell of Island Conservation
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