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Podocarpus National Park 
covers 1462.80 km², from 
the spurs of the eastern 
range of the Andes to the 
basins of the Nangaritza, 
Numbala and Loyola rivers. 
About 85% of the park 
is in the province 
of Zamora Chinchipe 
and the remaining 15% 
in the province of Loja. 
The national park was set 
up to protect the country’s 
largest romerillo forest, 
composed of three species 
of the Podocarpus genus, 
Ecuador’s only native 
conifer, which gives 
its name to the park. 
It is also home to 
the Cinchona or Quina, 
the national tree 
of Ecuador, a highly 
prized species 
whose bark is used 
to extract a malaria cure.
Some 4000 plant species, 
including countless 
ornamental orchids, 
populate the park.

Another of the projects run by César and his team was to counsel 
the Pontificia Universidad Católica de Ecuador on how to enhance 
conservationism at its Botanical Garden on the Santo Domingo 
campus in the province of Santo Domingo de los Tsáchilas.
The researchers’ mission was not without perils, as the region is 
riddled with snakes, especially a dangerous and deadly viper (Bothrops 
atrox), popularly known as X.

The province is named 
after a pre-incan 
people known as 
Tsáchila or Colorado 
(meaning coloured red) 
after their custom 
of painting their body 
and hair with achiote.
This ethnic group is 
divided into eight 
communes with their 
respective tribal 
chiefs or Miyas.
Their shamans or 
Ponés are masters 
of the art of using 
natural resources 
for medicinal 
and ritual purposes.

César, his team and myself 
came away from Ecuador with 

the sense of a good job done and the 
impression that, through its many 
studies of biodiversity and plant 

population conservation, 
the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid 

had brought us a step closer to 
assuring that the world’s natural 

resources will survive for the 
enjoyment of generations 

to come.
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On this occasion I travelled to the Galápagos Islands in the company 
of César Pérez, Professor of Plant Production at the UPM. César and 
his team were going to advise the Charles Darwin Foundation on the 
establishment of a plant germplasm bank on the Galápagos Islands. 
A germplasm bank is responsible for conserving plant matter and 
promoting its use. A plant germplasm bank conserves plant species 
and crop varieties, some of which 
are in danger of extinction, 
and, in doing so, 
prevents their disappearance.

The UPM biodiversity 
and Phytogenetic Resources 
Research Group’s project 
was to pave the way for 
the establishment 
of a modern and permanent 
plant germplasm bank, 
equipped with material 
and human resources 
to guarantee 
the conservation of unique 
plant matter of incalculable 
worth.
It now safeguards seeds 
of endemic Galapagean plant 
populations that are 
in danger of extinction: 
Scalesia atractyloides, 
Calandrinia galapagosa, 
Opuntia galapageia 
and Lecocarpus darwinii.
With this our work was 
complete, we had met the 
planned objectives and we 
bade farewell to the Charles 
Darwin Research Station.

First we headed 
for Puerto Ayora on Santa Cruz 

(Indefatigable) Island, which is home 
to the Charles Darwin Research 
Station, with satellite offices 
on Isabela (Albemarle) Island 
and San Cristobal (Chatham) 

Island.

According to César, there are around 260 endemic or exclusive plant 
species or subspecies on the Galápagos. Human pressure has meant that 

an estimated 10% of endemic flora is now considered to be critically 
endangered, 15% is endangered and 40% is vulnerable.

There is literally 
no other place on Earth like 

the Galápagos Islands. 
As a result of their almost total 

isolation, the flora and fauna 
have evolved distinctively.

During our stay on the island, we had the honour of meeting Lonesome George, the 
last living Geochelone abingdonii, born sometime between 1903 and 1919. George’s 

long life came to an end on 24 June 2012, when the species became extinct. 

Galápagos iguanas are almost as famous as the islands’ tortoises.
The marine iguana (Amblyrhynchus cristatus) is a species found only 
on the Galápagos Islands. Marine iguanas live on the rocky island 
coasts and feed almost exclusively on marine algae.

As we travelled away from what are known as 
the Enchanted Islands, I was reminded again and again of the good 

job that the UPM staff had done. 
Their research had further added to the Galapagos Islands’ chances 

of continuing to play a vital role in the future of humanity.

The group’s next 
research project, 
Ecuadorian Amazon 
Plant Conservation, 
took us to 
the Podocarpus 
National Park, 
a UNESCO World 
Heritage site and 
one of the regions 
with the highest 
biodiversity rates 
on the planet.
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