
Imperiled Sea Cucumbers (Isotichopus fuscus) 
 
Isotichopus fuscu is one of fourteen species of sea cucumbers native to the Galápagos 
archipelago.  Sea cucumbers have been called “earthworms of the sea” because they 
feed on detritus and turn over the seafloor, much like earthworms do on land.  Sea 
cucumbers grow slowly, so a population that is decimated will require decades to recover. 
 
There is an increasing demand for sea cucumbers in Asian markets.  Muscles of 
Isotichopus fuscu are served in sushi bars, dried cucumbers are added to soup and 
sautéed vegetables and meats, or they are served separately with rice as a part of a 
larger meal.  The intestine is used to prepare a gourmet Japanese dish called konowata.  
Alleged medicinal uses for sea cucumbers include treatments for ulcers, cuts, and arthritis 
and use as an aphrodisiac. 
 
When the demand for sea cucumbers resulted in the decimation of populations in the 
western Pacific, demand spread to the eastern Pacific.  Since the 1980s, sea cucumber 
harvesting has been a lucrative profession along the coasts of North and South America.  
Harvesting occurs by either dragging the sea bottom from boats or by diving. 
 
Sea cucumber harvesting began in 1988 along Ecuador’s Pacific coast and spread to the 
Galápagos Islands by early 1992. In response to a fishing frenzy by “pepineros” (sea 
cucumber harvesters), Ecuador’s government quickly imposed a ban on cucumber fishing.  
Before the ban was in place, between 12 and 30 million sea cucumbers had been 
harvested in the Galápagos.  The ban was lifted in 1993, and within two months seven 
million more cucumbers were taken—in spite of a three-month quota of 550,000.  The ban 
was reestablished in December 1994, but the ban is nearly impossible to enforce because 
of the lack of enforcement resources and the expanse of ocean that needs to be patrolled. 
 
Sea cucumber harvesting has had devastating effects on the Galápagos Islands and their 
inhabitants.  The islands are host to hundreds of unique species that are of inestimable 
economic and scientific value.  They attract thousands of tourists to the island each year 
and are the focus of research efforts of scientists from around the world.  Sea cucumber 
fishing threatens not only sea cucumbers, but also the existence of many other species.  
Pepineros cut large mangrove trees as fuel for drying sea cucumbers.  This cutting 
threatens the mangrove swamps, which host hundreds of the islands’ unique species.  
Pepinero camps introduce nonnative species such as feral pigs, dogs, brown rats, and fire 
ants into the fragile Galápagos ecosystems.   
 
Social unrest has resulted from cucumber fishing.  Conflicts between pepineros and 
conservationists and the Ecuadorian government have even resulted in violence.  One 
park warden was killed while investigating illegal poaching by pepineros.  The islands’ 
unique tortoises have been killed in protest of fishing bans.  The protesters think that the 
government and conservationists consider the survival of sea cucumbers more important 
than the economic survival of Ecuadorian people.   
 
These problems illustrate the complex difficulties associated with saving endangered 
animals.  They involve demands for animal product in distant countries, the economic and 
survival interests of native human populations, and scientific conservation efforts.  
Balancing all of these interests requires multinational and multidisciplinary approaches to 
conservation.  Wildlife conservation involves much more than understanding the biology of 
a threatened animal! 


