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A bit about us

We are a local  non-profit  organization working for  the conservation of  last  Ecuadorian coastal  Chocó
rainforests  as  for  the  threatened  species  present  in  the  Galera-San Francisco  Marine  Reserve,  with
special focus on sea turtles. Our organization is made up of a multicultural and multidisciplinary group of
people who love nature, so we are taking specific actions to be part of the process of protecting and
regenerating these ecosystems. All organization members have years of experience working in tropical
rainforest and/or marine conservation projects in this area.

Why choosing Cusumbí projects for your volunteer/internship?

The  Galera  -  San  Francisco  Peninsula  is
very special in terms of biodiversity, as the
Marine  Reserve  and  coastal  Chocó
rainforests are amongst the most biodiverse
ecosystems in the world.  Sadly,  they also
are  amongst  the  most  threatened  by
deforestation,  shrimp  farms,  fisheries  and
other  activities  causing  big  impact.  Our
main  focus  is  to  protect  fauna  and  flora
living in these ecosystems, who won’t make
it unless we act now. Fundación Cusumbí is
the only environmental organization working
in the area for their conservation, so we are
seeking for  support  from  national  and
international  institutions,    universities,
volunteers & interns to join this cause . This
is  a  project  where  your  presence  really
makes a difference. 

Cusumbi’s internships at Galerita Nesting Beach (Station A) and Caimito Forest (Station B)  offer students
and young professionals the chance to develop their fieldwork research  and gain invaluable professional
skills while making a tangible contribution to ongoing conservation projects. We offer a variety of projects
focusing  on  habitat  conservation,  reforestation,  regenerative  agriculture,  environmental  education,
community development and scientific research in any of these fields. Interns receive detailed guidance
before  departure,  during  which  our  staff  assess  your  abilities  and  interest  to  pair  you  with  the  most
appropriate internship position. Once in Ecuador, you’ll work under the daily supervision of our on-site
internship coordinator, who will ensure your time will be as productive and rewarding as possible.

Volunteers checking on newborn turtles safety 



Work area

The Galera-San Francisco peninsula is located in northern coast of Ecuador being part of Chocó-Darien-
Magdalena  hotspot.  This  area  features  an  outstanding  diversity  of  habitats  ranging  from  beaches,
mangroves,  estuaries,  rocky reefs,  coral  patches to moist  and dry tropical  forests,  with high levels of
biodiversity and endemism. It is located within IBA EC-007 (Important Bird Area) bearing tropical forest
surrounded by the Muisne mangroves to the south, semi-deciduous forests of the Tonchigüe river valley to
the east and north, and the Galera – San Francisco Marine Reserve (RMGSF) to the west.

                   
The Galera-San Francisco Peninsula constitutes a branch of the coastal mountain range that extends
towards the sea. Ecologically,  the peninsula  works almost as an island, with its own ecosystems and
biological communities. The area also has a very high ecological value due to the fact that all of its micro-
basins are isolated from large rivers and have unique freshwater ecosystems.

One of Cusumbí main goals is the creation of a protected area that encompasses the territory of the Galera - 
San Francisco peninsula. To achieve this, it is very important to unite efforts among all the institutions and 
people interested in the conservation of these highly threatened ecosystems.

The team

Andrea  Sosa.  Marine  biologist  in  charge  of  the  sea  turtle  conservation  project.  She  is  the  president  of
Cusumbi Foundation. Andrea has been working for the Ministry of Environment since 2014. 

George Fletcher. Biologist-herpetologist. He is leading the rainforests conservation projects in the area for the
last 15 years. George’s expertise is ecological design and is the current administrator of UOPROCAE, the first
Ecuadorian cooperative selling regenerative cacao. 

Diego Tejedor. Sociologist from Madrid. He is the coordinator of Cusumbi Foundation’s Volunteer & Internship
Programs. He has been working for the last 10 years in conservation projects with local organizations from the
Galera – San Francisco Peninsula.  

         Galera – San Francisco Peninsula



In order to achieve our conservation goals, we are carrying out 2 main programs for volunteers, interns and 
students to join:

Sea Turtle Conservation Program  

This project is led by local marine biologist Andrea Sosa, who has been working for the Ecuadorian Ministry of
Environment since 2014. It aims to improve sea turtles conservation actions in Galera San Francisco Marine
Reserve  (RMGSF),  presently  under  non-trivial  threats.  Since  2014,  two  local  communities  have  been
receiving  environmental  education  and  taking  actions  at  reserve  nesting  beaches,  involving  mostly
schoolchildren and volunteers, both nationals and internationals.  First improvements of community guided
conservation projects have been achieved.

Rescue and liberation of Green Turtle (Chelonia mydas) at Galerita Beach

 Ecology Context

Marine area of Esmeraldas, influenced by warm tropical waters of the Panama current, provides favourable
conditions for nesting of sea turtles making the Galera San Francisco Marine Reserve (RMGSF) home to a
great  diversity  of  marine-coastal  habitats  and  species,  such  as  four  of  sea  turtle:  Chelonia  mydas,
Lepidochelys olivacea, Eretmochelys imbricata and  Dermochelys coriacea, all  of them listed as vulnerable
according to the IUCN red List.  In Ecuadorian coast, plastic bags and ghost nets are amongst the main
marine litter problems as turtles ingest the bags or get entangled and then suffocate. It has been estimated
that in the coast of Ecuador between 2.4 and 7.4 thousand tons of persistent waste are discharged into the
sea. Volunteers/interns taking part in this project will be doing the following activities:

1. Index Beaches monitoring with marine biologist in charge and  marine reserve park rangers:

7am morning tours at Galerita nesting beach (main nesting beach at the RMGSF). Participants of this

program will  learn practical  field  work  for  the  conservation  of  sea  turtles.  We will  collect  all  relevant

information,  get audiovisual  material,  identify  and  measure  footprints  size.  Nests  locations  will  be

georeferenced and then we will protect them with biodegradable materials found at the beach (bamboo,

sticks, stones), as well as electro-welded mesh. Later on, we will proceed with its signage: regulations,

laying date, estimated hatching date and species. If the nest is at an obvious bad place where there are

non chances of success for the hatchlings, nest will be relocated to the nest nursery. High season starts in

June and runs until December. Monitoring beaches for nesting sea turtles is exciting and fun, but can also

be very demanding!

Andrea Sosa relocating eggs to a saver area. You can   
chech the turtle track next to her. Intern looking for the exact location of new nest to protect



2. Control of existing nests: during monitoring, existing nests will be checked and followed up until birth

of hatchlings. From 45th day of incubation, we’ll have to see when the sand in nest central part starts
falling. This means hatchlings are coming up and can born at any time. On those days, we’ll have to be
very  vigilant  to  ensure  that  hatchlings  reach the  ocean safely.  Once they have been born,  it  will  be
necessary  to  record  the  total  number  of  newborn  turtles.  This  moment  is  very  special  and  requires
coordination to be able to take the best photos and videos. Once they reach the sea, if conditions allow it,
we will enter to the water with them snorkeling to continue recording with the underwater photography
equipment. 

3. Plastic  collecting,  measuring  weight  and  management. Because  of  plastic  over  use  and poor

worldwide waste management,  sea currents bring a big amount  of  plastic waste  to RMGSF nesting
beaches. It is important that these beaches remain as clean as possible to mitigate the impact on sea
turtles (and all marine species). Plastics (specially ghost nets) found on nesting index beaches will be
collected and carried out to bins o area. It will be then classified in reusable / recyclable waste. We will
separate recyclable ones depending on the kind of plastic. We will weight the amount of plastic collected
everyday to have a record. Depending on collected amount, we will take all  plastic to the city collecting
point  every two or three months where it will be sold for recycling.

Long-term intern relocating eggs to nest nursery               Newborn turtles under close attention of volunteers and interns        

Volunteers counting total number of newborn turtles that reach    
ocean

Local kids learning on sea turtle ecology



Chocó Rainforest Conservation Program

Volunteers/interns participating in this program will be mostly working on monitoring wildlife (camera traps) and
regeneration  of  degraded  ecosystems.  An  important  amount  of  fieldwork  will  take  place  at  agroforestry
systems  or  in  the  forest  surrounding  them  (last  remnants  of  this  ecosystem  in  Ecuador).  Biodiversity
regeneration through reforestation in biological corridors will be one of the main priorities in this program. Lots
of work related to plants will be done: nursery work, seedlings production to bring in degraded areas, tropical
gardening, pruning, etc. You will learn proper tecniques for soil regeneration and improvement of fertility in
cacao and tropical fruits farms. This part is crucial to mitigate the use of toxic chemicals to produce bigger
crops  which  contaminate  watersheds.  Educational  workshops  for  local  youth  will  be  organized  in  the
communities to arise environmental consciousnesses, so it is expected that volunteers/interns will also help in
this kind of tasks.

Procyon cancrivorus recorded in Caimito forests    Chocó Toucan photographed from Station B.

Measuring weight of ghost nets found at

Volunteer collecting plastic at Galerita nesting beach



Highlights of this program:

 Contribute to improve the record of wildlife populations present in the surrounding forests and agroforestry 
systems of the area using camera traps, through observation (binoculars), jungle walks, night monitoring, 
etc. (You will need to download apps like e-Bird, iNaturalist. Recommended getting a extra-rugged case for 
smartphone).

 Observe Ecuadorian Chocó wildlife species in their natural habitats, including sea turtles on the marine 

reserve beaches, as well as hundred of species of tropical birds, amphibians and much more!

 Gain experience in how conservation projects           
funded by international environmental 
organizations are set up and managed.

 Acquire necessary skills for ecological design
and give support for the maintenance of 
regenerative farms / agroforestry systems.

 Reforestation with native endangered species.
                  

 Planting, pruning, harvesting and processing tropical fruits (cacao, banana, papaya, passion fruit, ginger, 
tumeric, cardamom and much more).

 Maintenance of living terraces for soil regeneration, fertility improvement and watershed restoration.

 Collection of seeds to germinate in plant nursery, as well as wild seedlings.

 Living a sustainable community life guided by the principles and ethics of Permaculture.

 Group of biologists studying the forest in Caimito
Figura 13: Cacao harvest in agroforestry system.



Current situation of the forests in the area

The Galera-San Francisco Peninsula is within the Chocó Hotspot (one of the most biodiverse ecosystems
on Earth) and due to its geographical  location it  has remnants of  at  least  three ecosystems: lowland
evergreen forest, lowland seasonal forest and lowland semi-deciduous forest, mangrove ecosystem. Due
to its rugged topography (with steep hills up to 300 meters above sea level), deforestation has progressed
at a slower rate than in surrounding areas. However, in the last 25 years, due to the growing price of wood,
deforestation has accelerated vertiginously (in this period of time, around 30% of the forest in the area to
be protected has been lost -almost 9000 Ha .-).

The Galera – San Francisco Peninsula is located within IBA EC-007 (Important Bird Area) and is home to
approximately 300 species of birds, including those of high conservation value such as the Emerald Star
Hummingbird  (Acestrura  berlepschi).  In  a  RAP (Rapid  Ecological  Assessment)  carried out  by partner
organization ECOCIENCIA and “The Missouri Botanical Gardens”, 210 species of birds, 26 species of
reptiles, 19 species of amphibians, 67 species of mammals, and 192 species of trees were found, many
endemic to Chocó ecosystem. In the ECOCIENCIA report, 4 species of trees are listed as “endangered”
(Eugenia sp., possibly a new sub-species,  Herrania balaensis, Virola dixonii  and Carapa megistocarpa).
Also cited in this study, there is a possible species of Lauracea that might be new to science (Ocotea
“calade”) that will possibly be considered “endangered” due to its limited distribution range (“below 300
masl”) and the extensive use of its wood. The few scientifice research studies carried out in the area tell us
that there are big chances of endemic species being close to extinction even before being discovered. 

The area  is  potentially  home to  7  “critically  endangered”  animal  species,  23  “endangered”,  44  “near
threatened” and 74 “vulnerable”; as well as 77 species of plants in "critical danger", 115 "endangered", 53
"almost threatened" and 106 "vulnerable" (Campos Felipe, 1999, Diagnosis of Biodiversity in Ecuador,
Ministry of Environment, GEF, UNDP. )

In the area there still are approximately 8,000 Ha of forests (validated by ECOCIENCIA in 2017). The
conservation of these forests is of vital importance for the provision of water to all the communities in the
area, since they are supplied by short-distance vulnerable micro-basins. According to local residents, most
of these micro-watersheds have suffered dramatic and sustained drops in their flows during the last four
decades (almost all of them agree that it is due to deforestation and land use change).

In green, remainig forest at Galera - San Francisco Peninsula



POSITION DESCRIPTION

All interns, students and volunteers will spend an important part of their time doing fieldwork. However, all
biological work requires data entry and data analysis. This is an important part of our work, so not all the
time will  be spent in the field.  Additionally,  volunteers will  be asked to help out in chores to clean or
prepare for field work. Furthermore, volunteers will help to clean the facilities of the volunteer house and
the research station. Volunteers must understand that field work is dependent on many factors that we
don’t control. These include weather, availability of gasoline for transportation, etc. We ask volunteers to
be patient and understand that working in the field and working in a small town with limited resources,
sometimes makes it hard to have things always go along as planned. Students may be involved in more
than one project depending on availability. We eagerly try to make Ecuadorian and international students
work together as the best way to learn from each other and as a way to promote cultural exchange.

     

 
     

Typical day at the Sea Turtle / Rainforest Conservation Program:

 6.00h Breakfast
  
 7.00h Beach monitoring / Forest wildlife monitoring. (In the mornings,

      we’ll do beach monitoring 80% of the time).

11.30h Go back to station, upload new info to the computer, clean
equipment.

12.30 pm Lunch.

13.00h – 14.30h Resting time.

14.30h – 16.00h Different kinds of activities related to sea turtle / rainforest
conservation (in the afternoons, most work will be related to rainforest 
conservation, unless we are busy at nesting beach): theoretical/practical 
workshops, install/check trap cameras, plant nursery work, agroecology, etc.

16.00h – 19.00h Free time.

19.00h Dinner.

Vo lunteers and interns assisting marine biologist on turtle 
nest exhumation.

Practical lesson on how to check the level of compaction of 
sand for detection of new nests.



OUR FACILITIES

There are two Cusumbí Stations, both of them between the ocean and tropical rainforests. Groups up to 
20 people can be hosted in our facilities.

 Station A

 Station B

Galera – San Francisco Peninsula

 Station A: Sea Turtle Station (Galerita Beach)

Station A is located at Galerita nesting beach, which is surrounded by protected forest. Only authorised 
personal can access  this area, so it is a very calm and quite place, ideal for sea turtles to nest.

There are 3 main structures:

• Volunteer/Intern house: a very comfortable wooden/bamboo house (with ocean view!) where 
national and international volunteers/interns live. All basic services are covered: water, 
electricity, internet 24/7, emergency contact 24/7.

• Project Staff House: where marine biologist and program coordinator live for 24/7 orientation 
and support.

• Shared area: A beautiful cabaña with the kitchen, dinning room and chill/hammocks area.

 (Note: This station also works as a street dog rescue 
center, so we live most of the time with around 8dogs).

Station A.  Volunteer house. 
Having a healthy breakfast before walk at nesting beach.



Galerita nesting beach viewpoint       Station parking area

Station B: Caimito Rainforest

This station is located 12 km south to station A. It is a bamboo/wooden structure with amazing views of the
forest and Pacific Ocean. It is located in the middle of an agroforestry system with lots of fruit for birds and
animals. It is an amazing viewpoint and birtdwatching spot. Three different species of toucans live around
this station, plus hundreds of tropical bird species. It has 3 main areas: 3 rooms, one fully equipped kitchen
and the dinning room / chill area with hammocks to relax. All basic services available: water, electricity,
internet 24/7, emergency contact 24/7, orientation & support 24/7. And a beautiful tropical garden where
hummingbirds can be seen in the flowers!



DATES AND PRICES
 

1 week (min. Stay) $310
2 weeks $420
3 weeks $530
4 weeks $690
5 weeks $840
6 weeks $990
8 weeks $1210
12 weeks $1710
16 weeks $2200

This fee includes: 

 Accomodation: shared house with other national & international volunteers/interns. Shared/private 
rooms available. For stays longer than 3 months, option to live with a local host family available. 
Unlimited WiFi access included. 
Three meals/day at project site: we will eat very healthy local food from the organic farms, also 
sustainable fish/chickens/eggs available. Veggie/vegan options. 
Training on marine turtle conservation and/or conservation of tropical costal rainforests.  

Organization administrative costs.

Pre-departure support.

Project information before arrival.

Field coordinators  live in the same facilities as volunteers.

Field equipment and materials.

Free internet access.

Certificate of participation, if requested.

24-hour in-country support in English/Spanish. 

24-hour emergency phone.

As  we need all  possible  support,  we don’t  ask for  a   minimum coommitment  time for  this  program.
However, we consider that one month is the minimum time needed to be able to learn the necessary skills
and thus be useful for the project.  So, we are always looking for volunteers willing to stay for longer
periods. This will not only increase their input in the projects, but also their living and working experience in
Ecuador.

WHAT TO BRING

 Clothes: Quick drying clothing. Thin long sleeve shirts and thin long pants, both for working (old 
ones) and for resting time(to protect from mosquitoes, even better if it is bright colors). Also short
clothes for sunny days.

 Flashlight, preferibly a rechargeable head lamp with a red light to be used at night during sea 
turtle nesting season.

 Insect repellent (better if it is an organic on not too toxic option). 
 A good quality poncho or raincoat.
 Towel
 Sandals for the beach.
 Hiking shoes (with some water protection would be perfect) 
 Hat
 Sun Block 
 Swimsuit
 Personal Snorkel and Mask
 Fleece jacket
 Recommended: Waterproof Camera 
 Sunglasses
 Pocket Knife



FREE TIME OPTIONS

There are very nice places to visit in the surroundings of project area. Some of the activities that can be 
done during weekends are:

 Spend a day at any of the amazing beaches in the Marine Reserve in the different 
communities. Have a cultural experience, relax in a hammock on the beach bamboo shed 
to read, take a dip in the sea, cook fish on the firewood stove, make a campfire at night or 
camp and sleep on the beach... While visiting the beach you may see the humpback whales
playing and jumping near the coast! (Months: July - October)

 Hiking through the forest is a unique experience. You can see a great diversity of life, such 
as toucans, hummingbirds and majestic trees. Also you can take a dip in the River, visit the 
waterfalls or reach breathtaking view points on the hilltops and cliffs. You can also ask 
some of the locals to teach the art of fresh water prawn fishing in the local creeks and then 
prepare typical dishes with them!!

 From May to October humpback whales come to the Pacific coast to breed. It is possible to 
observe them closely going with marine biologists. The price for a 3-4h ride is $40 per 
person (approx.).

 There is a 30 min walk to Estero de Platano, a very nice fishermen village where there is a 
local association running a community-based tourism. Here you can take surfing lessons 
(2h30, $30) on the weekends or have a typical seafood dish in front of the calm and 
beautiful beach.

 Taking a ride in fishing boats or dugout canoes and learn the traditional fishing techniques 
is also another wonderful option. By doing any of these activities you will be enjoying and 
learning while supporting local communities.

If you  would like to travel around the province of Esmeraldas these are some of the 
options:

 Mompiche:  only 2 h away. This fishing village has become one of  the preferred tourist
destinations for backpackers and surfers in the last few years. It has great beaches and it’s
the perfect place to take surfing lessons, learn how to dance salsa, and meet people from
different parts of the world. There are economic and comfortable cabins on the beach.

 Same Beach, 1h. This quiet and beautiful beach is also suitable for relaxing, meeting 
people and eating fish in front of the ocean. There is an ocean front eco-lodge, “El 
Acantilado”. It’s the perfect place for relaxing on the weekends: nice beach, swimming pool 
and good affordable restaurant for nice seafood.

 There are other eco-lodges around very close that are worth it visiting: Playa Escondida & 
Cumilinche Club.


