
Con Edison presents The Return of the Galápagos Tortoise  
to the Staten Island Zoo 

 
 

 
 “Con Edison is a loyal and generous supporter  
of the Staten Island Zoo’s mission, with a  
long-standing interest in the environmental  
science we interpret for our public, and a shared  
commitment to conservation of our natural world.”  
Kenneth C. Mitchell, Executive Director 
 

The Staten Island Zoo unveiled its new Galápagos 
Tortoise exhibit March 25, marking the first time this 
iconic and endangered species has been exhibited at the 
Zoo since 1983. The exhibit, featuring three “dome-
shelled” tortoises in an environment recalling their 
Galápagos Island homeland, is a long-term habitat 
sponsored by Con Edison. 
 
The Galápagos Tortoise – the gentle giant that can weigh 

up to 500 pounds, and whose life span can exceed 150 years – may be the most distinctive 
animal on planet earth.  
 
Featured in the Zoo’s reptile wing, the three “dome-shelled” tortoises, are approximately seven 
years old, each weighing about 50 pounds.  The species is the longest living vertebrate and has 
been known to live to about 150 years, approaching 500 pounds at maturity.  

 
Perhaps the Zoo’s most famous resident was “Jalopy,” a Galápagos 
tortoise donated to the Zoo in 1937 which died in 1983, having 
delighted more than two generations of Staten Islanders. In the 1974 
photo at left, the “gentle giant” gives a ride to a young visitor. 
 
Indeed, the Galápagos Islands remain one of the most fascinating places 
on earth. There are species found nowhere else flourishing in the 
Galápagos Islands, most notably the giant Galápagos tortoise. 
 
There are 13 major islands in South 
America’s Galápagos archipelago 

located about 600 miles from Ecuador’s coast at the Pacific 
Ocean. The islands were formed by repeated volcanic action, 
which continues today. Volcanic heat is crucial to the Tortoise’s 
life plan, and may be a significant contributor to its longevity. 



 
According to theory, the Galápagos tortoise’s metabolic rate is extremely low, a product of its 
reptilian reliance on external heat sources. Rather than make its own heat by increasing its 
metabolism, the tortoise relies absorbing the heat of its environment.  In the habitat you 
encounter at the Zoo, heat generating blankets beneath the ground layer are warming the area 
to about 96 degrees. 
 
Two main forms of Galápagos Tortoises exist: the domed shell and the saddle-backed shell.   
The three tortoises recently joining our collection are the “domed” tortoises.  Tending to be 
larger in size, they live on the larger, higher islands with humid highlands where forage is 
generally abundant and easily available.  Their Saddle-backed cousins evolved on the arid 
islands where they had to extend their heads higher to reach higher vegetation, such as cactus 
pads.   
 

The new exhibit emulates the uncomplicated life of the Galápagos 
tortoise: grazing, basking in the sun, and napping nearly 16 hours 
per day. A slow metabolism and large internal stores of water mean 
they can survive up to a year without eating or drinking.  Their thick 
shells, long neck, powerful legs and toothless mouth all serve as 
amazing adaptations for their volcanic island habitat. It is believed 

that the warm volcanic action is a factor in their extended life spans. 
 
The habitat’s environment created at the Zoo is maintained at 86 degrees Fahrenheit and is 
equipped with heat blankets to simulate the warmth of volcanic earth. Special UV lights are also 
installed to help stimulate shell growth. 
 
 


