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The provincial ordinance for the 
responsible consumption of plastics 
in Galapagos: A campaign to 
promote another way of life
Ashleigh Klingman

Governing Council of Galapagos 

Photo: © Washington Rojas, CGREG Galapagos is proud to be the first province of Ecuador where local communities 
promote the responsible consumption of disposable plastics through their 
preference for alternatives to t-shirt type plastic bags (TTPB) and disposable 
containers of expanded polystyrene (EPS).

To initiate this process, the plenary of the Governing Council of Galapagos (CGREG 
– Spanish acronym), composed of eight institutions from Galapagos and mainland 
Ecuador1 , passed  provincial ordinance No. 05-CGREG-2015 on February 11, 2015 
(with effective date of August 10, 2015). This ordinance is progressive, with three 
phases: 1) responsible consumer campaign to raise awareness in the resident 
population and among visitors; 2) promote local production of alternatives to 
TTPBs and EPSs, which support the local economy, and 3) restrictions on use 
of certain products to ensure the involvement of the entire community in this 
opportunity to participate in positive change.

The provincial ordinance marks the beginning of a coordinated process to 
promote an important example of sustainable living in this era of globalization 
and consumerism in one of the world’s most special places — Galapagos. Given 
the 30,000 inhabitants of the Archipelago, its 200,000 tourists per year, and 
that 97% of the land area is protected as a national park, and 140,000 km2 as 
marine reserve, the impact of this ordinance can be significant. To ensure that 
this process is sustainable, it is essential to analyze how the initial change was 
achieved, what the current status of the process is (2016), and what components 
are vital to ensure its continuation.

The purpose of this article is to inform the international community on 
progress and invite suggestions that will benefit sustainable development and 
conservation of the Galapagos Islands.

The policy of responsible consumption

The concept of responsible consumption was proposed by the Ministry of 
the Environment in 2012, to promote the use of reusable and biodegradable 
alternatives to the t-shirt type plastic bags that are frequently used globally to 
carry purchases from store to home. The intention is for citizens to minimize the 
use of these plastic products that cause waste that is harmful to the environment.

1	 President and Technical Secretary of CGREG, Director of the Galapagos National Park or a representative of the Ministry of 
Environment, representative of the Ministry of Tourism, representative of the National Secretary of Development Planning 
(SENPLADES – Spanish acronym), Municipality of San Cristóbal (capital of the province), Municipality of Santa Cruz (with the 
majority of the resident population), Municipality of Isabela, and President of the Council of the Five Parishes.
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Plastic is a problem because of its prevalence and 
persistence in ecosystems, especially in the ocean. 
According to an analysis carried out by scientists of the 
Interinstitutional Commission, approximately eight 
million tons of plastic waste enter the world’s oceans 
every year. Without improvements in waste management, 
it is estimated that this amount could increase 50 to 100 
times more by 2025 (Jambeck et al., 2015). New research 
suggests that there will be more plastic than fish in the 
ocean by 2050 (MacArthur Foundation, 2016), micro 
plastic in table salt (Yang et al., 2015), and ingestion of 
plastic along with plankton by whales (Bugoni et al., 
2001; Boerger et al., 2010; Jacobsen et al., 2010; Brandão 
et al., 2011; Franeker et al., 2011; Choy & Drazen, 2013; De 
Stephanis et al., 2013; Farrell et al., 2013; Cole et al., 2014; 
Galloway et al., 2015; Schuyler et al., 2015). A project of 
Universidad San Francisco de Quito – Galapagos Science 
Center (GAIAS), led by Muñoz, detected pieces of plastic 
and micro plastics at 17 marine and 13 terrestrial survey 
sites in Galapagos, demonstrating the problem within the 
Archipelago and the need for public policy to control and 
decrease the use of plastics to ensure the conservation of 
Galapagos.

In 2012, the plenary of the CGREG decided to support a 
study conducted by a consultant from the Galapagos 
National Park Directorate (GNPD) on the use of disposable 
plastics in Galapagos, with a focus on the t-shirt type 
plastic bags, to provide the baseline for an action plan 
to reduce their use (Diaz, 2011). This resolution (No. 
011-CGREG-2012) also stated that an interinstitutional
committee would be established to develop an action
plan and ensure its implementation. The commission,
formed in 2014, included the following institutions:

• Technical Secretary of CGREG
• GNPD
• Ministry of Tourism’s Insular Zonal Coordination
• Municipality of San Cristóbal
• Municipality of Santa Cruz
• Municipality of Isabela

• WWF (World Wildlife Fund)
• USFQ-GAIAS- Galapagos Science Center (GSC)

Defining the desired change

In two meetings in 2014 and 2015, the plenary of CGREG 
approved an action plan proposed by the Interinstitutional 
Commission to restrict the use of t-shirt type plastic bags 
(TTPB) and expanded polystyrene (EPS), due to their 
impact on Galapagos ecosystems and human health 
(Figure 1). The Interinstitutional Commission referenced 
regulations prohibiting the use of EPSs in food containers 
in some European cities (such as Hamburg) and the 
United States (New York). The action plan called for: 1) a 
campaign for responsible consumption to raise awareness 
of the resident population and visitors; 2) encouragement 
of local production of alternatives to TTPBs and EPSs 
to support the local economy, and 3) a restriction on 
the use of certain products to ensure community-wide 
involvement in this opportunity to participate in positive 
change.

At a meeting on February 23, 2015, the Commission 
decided to conduct a provincial census of commercial 
establishments to update the baseline that had been 
established by a study carried out under Resolution 
No. 011-CGREG-2012 (Diaz, 2011). An inter-institutional 
team of 80 interviewers, including university students, 
naturalist guides, and public sector employees at member 
institutions surveyed 540 businesses in the four populated 
islands of Galapagos (Santa Cruz, San Cristóbal, Floreana, 
and Isabela) during the months of May and June 2015 
(Figure 2). These businesses represented approximately 
60% of all businesses, according to the municipal registers 
on each island. The survey sought to determine the level 
of consumption and delivery of TTPBs and EPSs in each 
business.

The survey showed an increasing trend in the use of 
TTPBs from 2011 to 2015, particularly on Santa Cruz 
Island, which has a higher population growth rate than 

Figure 1. Meeting of the Interinstitutional Commission in February 
2015. Photo: © Freddy Baque, CGREG

Figure 2. Survey conducted with businesses in Galapagos. 
Photo: © Jorge Sotomayor
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the other islands. Assuming a linear increase (which 
cannot be verified due to the lack of data for the years 
2012, 2013, and 2014), the annual estimated increase was 

1,000,000 TTPBs at the provincial level, with the greatest 
increase in Santa Cruz (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Increase in the estimated annual consumption of TTPBs in Galapagos 2011-2015, including the expected trend in 2016 with the new 
ordinance. Sources: Ashleigh Klingman, Census of plastics 2015 and baseline 2011 

Unfortunately, the 2011 study did not analyze the use 
of EPSs, so a comparison with 2015 was impossible. 
However, since the factors influencing the use of EPSs are 
similar to those related to the use of plastic bags (growth 
of the resident population and an increase in the annual 
number of tourists), it is assumed that there was also an 
increasing trend in the use of EPSs. 
 
A dashed line is used to illustrate the drastic change to 
zero use of TTPBs in 2016, according to resolution No. 
005-CGREG-2015. However, it has not been possible to 

achieve this goal, in part because a behavioral change 
takes longer and because many authorities, business 
owners, and consumers have had doubts about whether 
the substitute products represent suitable alternatives.

Challenges to consume less plastic under the 
current public policy

The May 2015 business census identified the greatest 
perceived challenges to consuming less plastic (Table 1).

Challenge to reducing consumption of TTPBs and EPSs % of respondents

Behavioral change 30

Available information 23

Awareness of the population 20

Enforcement of the legal framework 10

Promotion of alternatives 8

Interinstitutional coordination 7

Cost of alternatives 3

Other 4

Table 1. Main challenges perceived by the local community to reducing the consumption of TTPBs and EPSs, in order of percentage of the 540 
commercial premise owners surveyed.

Source: Census of plastic consumption, Galapagos, 2015
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Figure 4. Community promotion for using alternative reusables when shopping “I promote responsible consumption”. 
Photo: ©Red Washington, CGREG

The major challenge identified is changing behavioral 
patterns, which is achieved through paradigm shifts 
(the way that human beings conceptualize their reality 
and their role in that reality) and attitudes (change in 

consumer preference; Figure 4). In practice, this is the 
greatest challenge, not only for citizens but also for 
decision-makers.

Implementation of the public policy in 2016

Compliance with the 2016 policy is estimated at 50%. 
Greater awareness within the Galapagos community has 
been achieved, but the legal framework has not been 
established at the cantonal level in San Cristóbal or Isabela. 
This gap could be explained in part by factors external to 
the work of the Interinstitutional Commission. The onset 
of a recession in Ecuador’s economy in the last quarter 
of 2015 made it difficult to achieve full implementation 
of the commission’s action plan; substitute products 
initially planned for use in the campaign were no longer 
competitive in price and were not available in the national 
market. In addition, the institutions that planned to provide 
funding for the campaign experienced budget cuts in 
2016. Therefore, although the canton of Santa Cruz issued 
a local ordinance in July 2015, San Cristóbal and Isabela 
opted to wait due to the absence of attractive substitute 
products and a campaign to ensure public buy-in.

Despite these difficulties, progress has been possible due 
to the factors listed below.

1.	 Interinstitutional coordination: Interinstitutional 
work (GNPD, GADS2 , Ministry of Tourism, CGREG, 
USFQ-GAIAS, WWF) is complex due to different 
responsibilities and the planning dynamics that 
respond to strategic and urgent goals. The most 
notable difference in this initiative has been the 
strong political will of the local authorities and 
the commitment of their representatives on the 
Commission.  

2.	 Census of businesses: Given that the highest priority 
change was to promote the use of alternatives by 
consumers, the commission decided to enlist the 
cooperation of the business sector through a census 
of businesses in 2015, which in addition to updating 
baseline data, also served to educate merchants 
regarding the social, environmental, and economic 
advantages of the initiative. A follow-up process, 
led by the municipalities of the three islands in the 
second half of 2015, showed that the majority of 
businesses are promoting the use of alternatives to 
TTPBs and EPSs.

3.	 Promotion of model citizens:Through the publication 
of images documenting positive behavior and 
alternative use competitions, proactive citizens were 
recognized for their “small acts that generate major 
changes” — the campaign slogan for responsible 
consumption of plastics for Galapagos (Figure 5). 
These examples catalyzed a trend among small 
groups of individuals who replicate the example of 
their peers. The logo of the campaign provides a visual 
example to follow: a citizen carrying a cloth bag and a 
reusable container for transport and consumption of 
food (Figures 6 & 7).

2	 Autonomous Decentralized Municipal Governments
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Figure 5. Model citizens with alternative reusables. Photo: © Red Washington

Figure 6. Promotion of the main message of the campaign for responsible consumption of plastics in Galapagos: 
” I am an agent of change: my example and your example = an image that here we live in harmony with nature”. Graphic design: CGREG

Figure 7. Promotion of the campaign for responsible consumption of plastics. Design: CGREG and Ministry of Tourism
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Conclusions

It is now common to see people taking cloth bags, 
made of recycled or biodegradable materials, to the 
markets, stores, and warehouses to carry their purchases 
to their final destination. The reduction in the use of 
plastics has been possible through coordinated regional 
regulations, interinstitutional teamwork, and community 
commitment.

While implementation has been limited in some ways, 
such as the delay in the adoption of local ordinances and 
the absence of attractive and economic alternatives to 
TTPBs and EPSs, advances have been achieved thanks 
to inter-agency collaboration in the communication 
campaign, and the interest and commitment of the 
Galapagos community, which has the great challenge of 
preserving this unique place where we are privileged to 
live.

This initiative should be the first of many to empower 
inhabitants and demonstrate that small acts can actually 
result in major changes.

Recommendations

For 2017, it is essential to continue working in the 
following activities:

1.	 Increase attractive alternative options in the 
national market. National businesses stopped 
buying biodegradable alternatives for ESP containers 
from the international market as a result of increased 
import taxes. Despite processes initiated with the 
Ministry of International Commerce in 2015 and 

2016, import taxes on these items have not yet been 
reduced. 

2.	 Promote the issuance of municipal ordinances in 
San Cristóbal and Isabela. The municipalities of San 
Cristóbal and Isabela have been waiting for the arrival 
of alternative TTPB and ESP products to foster change 
in consumer preference. They should be encouraged 
to follow the example of Santa Cruz, which issued 
their ordinance in June 2015 and has successfully 
acquired enough attractive alternatives to supply the 
tourist market for food and drink.

3.	 Reanalyze the environmental damage caused 
by current practices and promote less damaging 
alternatives. In all the Islands, the preferred 
alternatives for consumers who do not us cloth 
shopping bags is the transparent bag that many 
merchants use as an economic alternative to the TTPB. 
However, the most enlightened citizens understand 
that this option is potentially even more harmful to 
the fragile ecosystems of Galapagos. For example, in 
comparison with the TTPB, which are often mistaken 
by marine animals, such as sea lions, turtles, and birds 
as food, transparent plastic bags are invisible killers 
as they are almost imperceptible in the water and can 
trap fish and other marine life.
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