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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

GEOGRAPHIES OF CO2LONIALISM AND HOPE IN THE NORTHWEST PACIFIC
FRONTIER TERRITORY-REGION OF ECUADOR
This dissertation investigates the human dimensions of environmental transformations
spurred by international climate change mitigation agreements—such as the Kyoto
Protocol—that encourage lowering greenhouse gas emissions with ‘green’ market
strategies like biofuel and ecological services development projects. It is
methodologically grounded in “collaborative activist geographical methods” and
theoretically based at the nexus of development, political ecologies, neoliberalization of
Nature, and geographies of hope literatures. It examines the contradictory and complex
ways that state “climate change mitigation development” projects surround and infiltrate
the Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian ancestral territories of the canton of San Lorenzo
(Esmeraldas Province), located in the “Northwest Pacific Fronter Territory-region of
Ecuador”.
This research asks to what degree the Ecuadorian state’s support and investment in oil
palm plantation expansion—designed to meet biofuel crop demands—in the coastal
rainforest regions results in the rearrangement, and often times, devastation of Indigenous
Awá and Chachi and Afro-ecuadorian communities’ natural and human geographies. It
also inquires into the Ecuadorian government’s recently approved (October 2008) statelevel conservation incentives project called Socio-Bosque (Forest Partners) developed to
do the following: protect the rainforests and its ecological services, alleviate poverty in
rural areas, and position the country as an ‘environmental world leader’ for taking
concrete actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from avoided deforestation. Socio
Bosque claims to be progressive and even revolutionary, but may enact new forms of
exploitation and governance in Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian territories that are
specific to time and place, but are enduringly colonial.
Nevertheless, this research also highlights geographies of hope by demonstrating that,
contrary to the surrounding sea of monoculture oil palm plantations and the CO2lonial air
of contradictory laws in relation to biofuel and ecological services development, Awá,
Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorian communities maintain sustainable practices and enhance

agricultural diversity within their territories. Additionally, it emphasizes the emergent
place-based social movements in relation to defense of their territories and identities;
Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian communities avoid conflict pressures by creating interethnic networks. By casting social nets between their territories, their communities stay
connected and, together, defend their rights to territorial self-determination and “Living
Well” and the rights of Nature.
KEYWORDS: Ecuador, Climate Change Mitigation, Development, Indigenous, Hope
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This dissertation is dedicated to my friends from San Lorenzo whose strength and
laughter through adversity has taught me to approach life with a spirit of hope. It is also
written in dedication to the brilliant light of Charlotte Mazoyer. Que su vida fortalezca
los vientos de la lucha por la justicia y por los derechos de la Pacha y de los pueblos.

…I'm a-goin' back out 'fore the rain starts a-fallin'
I'll walk to the depths of the deepest black forest
Where the people are a many and their hands are all empty
Where the pellets of poison are flooding their waters
Where the home in the valley meets the damp dirty prison
Where the executioner's face is always well hidden
Where hunger is ugly, where souls are forgotten
Where black is the color, where none is the number
And I'll tell and think it and speak it and breathe it
And reflect it from the mountain so all souls can see it
Then I'll stand on the ocean until I start sinkin'
But I'll know my songs well before I start singin'
And it's a hard, it's a hard, it's a hard, and it's a hard
It's a hard rain's a-gonna fall.
-Bob Dylan, “It’s a Hard Rain’s A-gonna Fall”,
The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, 1963
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CHAPTER I
Introduction: “Los Gringos Comen Gente”
Of course, when [I was young], as I said, we could not see the Black people, nor
white people, nor gringos1. We were scared. Don’t you see that we said that
gringos eat people. Ha ha ha.2
–-an Awá collaborator from Guadualito, June 11, 2009

The Paradigmatic Approach: The “World Eaters”3 and the Socio-economic
“Crisis”4 of Global Climate Change
This dissertation investigates how geographies of development and climate
change mitigation strategies intersect in the Global South, and specifically, in the canton
of San Lorenzo, in the Esmeraldas Province, located along the Northwest Pacific Frontier
of Ecuador and Colombia. I had been told throughout the thirteen years of working and
conducting research here with the Chachi people of the commune of La Ceiba the same
thing that the above Awá collaborator told me during my dissertation field research
period: “Los gringos comen gente (White foreigners eat people)”5. In fact, I had made a

1

Gringo is originally a term insinuating a white person from the United States, but in San Lorenzo and
rural parts of South America is anyone from a foreign country, but usually the Global North.
2

All original terms, phrases, and statements in Spanish (or other languages) and longer than 2 lines are
translated in the footnotes throughout the dissertation; otherwise, the original Spanish text is in the body of
the dissertation. The author does all translations.
Original Text: Claro, eso si, yo cuando [yo era niño], como le digo nosotros al negro no podíamos ver, ni
gente blanco, ni gringos. Al gringo éramos miedo nosotros. No ve que nos decía gringo que comían gente
ja, ja, ja?
3

Eiseley, 1970, p. 122.

4

Buxton, 2010; Foster, 2007a, 2007b; Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change [IPGSCC],
2009; Latin American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change, 2010; Myers, 1995; Smith, 2010; World
People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, 2010
5

In 2000, a Chachi man from Cayapas River married a gringa. I was told by a woman in La Ceiba—living
on Tululbí River, separated from the majority of the Chachi people who live on Cayapas River—that the
Chachi man was at his wife’s house in Los Angeles and he thought the meat that the family had been eating
tasted a bit funny. The story goes that the Chachi man proceeded to spy on his father-in-law in the kitchen,
and the Chachi apparently saw him removing human legs and arms from a big freezer to prepare dinner.
Some of the Chachi and Awá people really seem to believe these legends, including the children.

1

children’s game out of this concept in La Ceiba, in which I would chase the kids around
the village yelling, “Los gringos comen gente”, and the children would run away
screaming; the Chachis I knew referred to me as uya-shinbu6. Having heard these stories
from me may have been part of the reason that the Awá collaborator laughed when he
mentioned gringos eating people. His comment, other events, and my general reflections
during my dissertation field research—conducted from July 2008-January 2010—
catalyzed my deeper thinking about “gringos eating people” and how this observation
might relate to my dissertation research.
In January 2009, one of my close friends and colleagues from the Department of
Geography at the University of Kentucky (UK) brought a few passages of a book to my
attention. She directed me to Alan Weisman’s introduction to The World We Have by
Thich Nhat Hanh. Latin American Studies journalist, Weisman (2008, p. viii), stated:
A few years ago, while I was researching my book The World Without Us, I
visited a tribe in Ecuador whose remaining shred of once bountiful rainforest was
so depleted that they’d resorted to hunting spider monkeys. This was especially
grim because they believed themselves to be descended from those very
primates. In essence, they’d been reduced to eating their ancestors.
In this new book by Thich Nhat Hanh (2008), The World We Have, there is a
remarkable corollary, called the Sutra on the Son’s Flesh. Its moral is that if we
do not consume with mindfulness and compassion, we will in effect be eating our
children.

More recently, I was talking on the phone to my Awá friend, who does not believe these stories, but he was
laughing when he told me that his six year old son asked him, “Papi, cuando viene la gringa quien come
gente?” (Dad, when is the gringa who eats people coming?)
6

"’Uya shinbu’ means ‘white/outsider woman’, or ‘cannibal/enemy woman from the oral history’. These
two social categories of white and cannibal have pretty much converged (Simeon Floyd, Cha’paala linguist,
research colleague, and friend from the University of Texas Anthropology Department, pers. com. 6 August
2009).

2

From a critical social science and Indigenous Studies’ perspective, Weisman’s
passages are problematic.7 Yet, the interesting aspect of these passages is the
cannibalistic theme that runs though both. Weisman understood that, due to
overexploitation of the resources, an appetite out of control, the people of this particular
ethnic nationality of Ecuador believed that they were forced to eat their ancestors, and in
the myth of “the Sutra on the Son’s Flesh” overexploitation means essentially eating our
children.
Within months, this same UK Geography colleague of mine reminded me of a
book influential to the environmental movement, The Invisible Pyramid, by
anthropologist Loren Eiseley. Eiseley (1970, p. 122) highlights the concept of “the world
eaters” and how, with, “their insatiable hunger for energy, [they] quickly ran through
Nature.” The idea of the world eaters is based on an analysis of the finite supply and,
therefore, eventual and not too far off exhaustion of mineral resources by “Western
industrial man [sic]” (Eiseley, 1970, p. 64), “los gringos”. Eiseley proposes that humans
are not innately world eaters, but came to be so due to the rise of industrial culture in
urban areas that needed workers and due to the rise of industrial agriculture that required
agricultural surplus and pushed rural people from the land. With an increase of human
alienation from the land, science and technology became imperative for searching out and
exploiting increasingly more resources, therefore forming the foundations for a world
eating culture, where we find ourselves eating [albeit indirectly] our children.

7

For example, this passage is problematic in terms of speaking generally about “a tribe in Ecuador”. First
of all, the particular Indigenous peoples of Ecuador refer to themselves as Indigenous ethnic nations.
Second, he speaks generically about the “tribe’s” identity; are they an ethnic nation from east of the Andes
Mountains of Ecuador, in the Amazon Rainforest, or in the west of the Andes in Northwest Pacific Coast of
Ecuador, in the Chocó Rainforest, where this dissertation field work takes place.

3

This dissertation argues that our economic system is inherently and continually
hungry; it that requires continual but variable colonial strategies of usurping land and
labor in the Global South and the “Fourth World”8 to sustain itself. Drawing on my
research experience in the Afro-ecuadorian, Awá, and Chachi communities of
Esmeraldas, Ecuador, this dissertation posits that by over-exploitation of the world’s
resources, we, as part of industrial capitalist society, whose principal ‘centers’ are found
in the Global North, are in fact ‘consuming the world’, the ‘resources’ of future
generations, of our children.
Here Neil Smith’s concept of “uneven development” is especially significant.
Smith (2008, p. 6) explicates the motivations and pathways of capitalist expansion within
the development enterprise:
The logic of uneven development derives specifically from the opposed
tendencies, inherent in capital, toward the differentiation but simultaneous
equalization of the levels and conditions of production. Capital is continually
invested in the built environment in order to produce the surplus value and
expand the basis of capital itself. But equally, capital is continually withdrawn
from the built environment so that it can move elsewhere and take advantage of
higher profit rates. The spatial immobilization of productive capital in its material
8

Fourth world is a term coined by George Manuel (Manuel and Posluns, 1974) in 1972. Manuel, a
Canadian First Nations leader of the North American Indian Brotherhood Societies, used the term to
describe Indigenous communities situated in the “First World” or Global North who share common
histories of colonization and common values based on long-term connections to the land. In 1973 he
traveled to Paraguay to meet with Indigenous leaders in South America, and in 1975 the first Indigenous
Peoples of the Americas meeting, with 260 attendees, was held in Vancouver, Canada. The term, thus,
began to be used as a way to ‘internationalize’ Indigenous activism and became the foundation for the PanIndigenous Movement and their demand for international rights frameworks (Gould, 2010). I argue that this
term can also be applied to Afro-descendant peoples, and perhaps especially in the “Third World” or
Global South. Here, Afro-descendants also shared and still share common values based on long-term
connections to the land, experiences of being removed from their lands in Africa, “internal” colonization of
their territories via “development” and, most recently, “climate change mitigation development” projects
implemented or supported by their own state governments. Although, perhaps, Afro-descendants of the
Global South could be considered ‘Fifth World’, because they ultimately have different rights frameworks
in states and at the international level than Indigenous peoples, for the purposes of this paper they are
included in the Fourth World. At the foundation of the Fourth World is a historical and particular
relationship to place; I, therefore, use interchangeably the term “place-based” peoples. Place can be
understood as a particular constellation of social relations that meet and weave together at a particular locus
(Escobar, 2008; Massey, 1994).
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form is no more or less a necessity than the perpetual circulation of capital as a
value. Thus it is possible to see the uneven development of capitalism as the
geographical expression of the more fundamental contradiction between usevalue and exchange-value.

As these processes of the “geograph[ies] of capitalism” (Smith, 2008, p. 7) play
themselves out in the landscape, essentially producing new spaces and new Natures
(consuming resources but simultaneously shifting Nature-society relations), capital
accumulates, so that development and underdevelopment, the making of wealth and
poverty, result in an inverse relationship to one another. Capitalism moves through
‘frontier’ territories, resulting in lopsided and contorted development for those living in
these lands, to the extent to that they end up with, at the very best, fewer and very much
rearranged ‘resources’. Development practiced as such can be likened to world eating and
spewing it out again in indigestible forms.
Marx proposed that labor is the metabolic process that mediates the relations
between society and nature, and capitalism, is a particular mode of production—or
process of social relations—that seeks to extract exchange and surplus value from beings
and things by investing as little as possible in labor costs (Marx, 1976; Nally, 2010). As
such, the capitalist system itself can therefore be envisioned to be a socio-economic
system of world eaters with an insatiable appetite. Marx (1981, p. 949) states that
capitalism, “…produces conditions that provoke an irreparable rift in the interdependent
process of social metabolism, a metabolism prescribed by the natural laws of life itself.
The results of this is a squandering of the vitality of the soil, which is carried by trade far
beyond the bounds of a single country” 9. The conceptual foundation to this dissertation

9

The irreparable “metabolic rift” was a concept proposed by Karl Marx (1981) and later expanded upon by
John Bellamy Foster (1999, 2000, 2007a, 2007b) to describe the contradiction and growing positive
feedback loop between increased industrial capitalist consumption through continual market expansion and
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underscores that the global-scale “crisis”10 of climate change has resulted from the
irreparable metabolic rift of a fundamentally colonial capitalist system based on an
“insatiable” extractive and an exploitative approach to living in the world.
Clark and York (2005) argue that the irreparable rift of the socio-ecological
metabolism has led to this “biospheric rift”, which is commonly known as climate
change. In short, they propose that the industrial capitalist system, dependent on fossil
fuels to sustain itself, gobbles up and emits more carbon than the Earth’s atmosphere can
process; due to this socio-ecological and terrestrial-atmospheric “carbon rift”, the climate
is changing in unpredictable ways both locally and globally. Unsustainable, and
necessarily imperial, industrial capitalist agriculture that is dependent on producing yield
by use extensive use of fossil fuels and extracting minerals from the soil is at the heart of
the carbon-rift (Clark and Foster, 2009; Lohmann et al., 2006). Thus present-day systems
of producing food and energy, of food security and energy security, become one and the
same (Nally, 2010).

reduced quality of “the conditions of production” and availablility of what we conceptualize today as
‘natural resources’. Foster (2007a) nevertheless proposed that there is potential for “revolutionary
restoration of our metabolic relation to nature” though establishing more ‘sustainable’ modes of production
and breaking with “…capitalism’s own system of ‘socio-metabolic reproduction’, i.e. the logic of profit”.
10

I believe that the “crisis” of climate change and what I call “climate change mitigation development” (see
footnote 17 for definition) can be considered articulations of a global socio-ecological “long wavedisaster”. Global effects of both climate change and “climate change mitigation development” can be
thought of processes inherent to a “disaster“ because these climatic and political economic processes
culminate in total reorganization of political-economic, social, and ecological relations in communities
throughout the world transpiring over varying lengths of time (Oliver-Smith, 1998a, 1998b). The disaster is
“long wave” because the local effects of climate change and climate change mitigation strategies are
instantiated divergently in different places and occur gradually over a period of time, thus there is delay in
stages of warning and coping on both local and global scales (Barnett and Blaikie, 1994; Oliver-Smith,
1998a). Recognizing climate change and climate change mitigation development as a long wave disaster
with ubiquitous, differentiated, and prolonged warning signs will be key in mitigating the crisis. “…If
sufficiently attended to, disasters contain important messages regarding the appropriateness and adequacy
of the organization of both the social and human-environment relations” (Oliver-Smith, 1998a, p. 233).
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Building on Harvey (2005), Gareau and Borrego (Forthcoming) states that dire
negative ecological consequences of our current economic system such as global climate
change may call for “a command and control” regulation of industry, including
agriculture, but those benefiting most from capitalism’s ever-expanding markets and
ravenous appetite do not allow for these types of regulatory instruments11. Gareau and
Borrego (Forthcoming) cites William Ophuls (2004, p. 60), another scholar influential to
the early environmental movement: “Man [sic] is a passionate being…[He requires]
checks on will and appetite. If those checks are not self-imposed, they must be applied
externally as fetters by a sovereign power.” Our focus on exchange-value by means of
extraction is a signpost to an appetite out of control.
This dissertation argues that, thus far, it is as if the world society is wearing
blinders that have us fixated on the single goal of reproducing capital, which results in
mono-culture-centered agricultural systems that focus on reaping the largest yield. Yet,
this dissertation also discusses the potential for constructing “geographies of hope”12 in
the face of socially, economically, and ecologically unjust economies and market-based
climate change mitigation that perpetuate these problematic and paradoxical economies.
In emphasizing geographies of hope, I underscore the importance of both global and local
communities taking the time to reflect on the Western industrial [capitalist] system’s
present out of control appetite. It is important to ask ourselves why we, as gringos, are

11

Instead they advocate market-based regulatory instruments, like “cap and trade”, to be discussed in
greater detail in footnote 25 and later in the dissertation.
12

“Geographies of hope” are the agro-ecological and cultural practices and inter-ethnic networks that open
up both material and ideological possibilities for social and environmental justice, and ultimately, peace
(Agnew, 2007; Blomley, 2007; Braun, 2005; Harvey, 2000; Hyndman, 2007; Klinkenberg, 2007; Lawson,
2007; Radcliffe, 2007; Sparke, 2007; Wolch, 2007). Geographies of hope encompass what Escobar (2008,
p. 17) refers to as “peace-with-justice” processes.
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considered by certain Indigenous peoples to be cannibals, as the Awá and Chachi stories
indicate.
In the face of the present ecological and economic crisis of climate change, this
dissertation begs the whole world to put their heads together to construct hopeful
geographies. These geographies are both practical and conceptual ways forward. First,
they are based on restoring the metabolic rift by implementing material transformations.
They necessitate reorganizing political ecological13 macro-structures and our everyday
micro-structures; they are also constituted by strengthened social networks. In other
words, we need to cultivate and appreciate diversity-centered agro-ecosystems on local
and global scales and all those scales in between.
But reorganizing and establishing such systems also necessarily illuminates the
multiplicity of culturally-based interpretations of the use-value of food, forests, people, of
life. Food sovereignty and self-determination are concepts that are foundational, and
hence, encouraged and supported (Nally, 2010). Cultural and ecological diversity and
self-determination are imperative bases of agri-culture and geographies of hope. These
ideological transformations are understood to be as important as the material ones.
The Procesos de Comunidades Negras (Processes of Black Communities) calls
these material-ideological underpinnings of hopeful and ultimately revolutionary

13

Political ecology is a theoretical framework that crosses into and is situated in both Geography and
Anthropology. It demonstrates that a multi-scalar analysis of political and economical institutions and
structures is vital to understanding conflicts over place-making, natural resources, protecting ecological
diversity, and highlights how local communities may continue to cultivate autonomous and economically
viable livelihoods (Blaikie, 1985; Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987; Forsyth, 2003; Hecht and Cockburn, 1989;
Neumann, 1998; Peluso, 1992; Robbins, 2000, 2004; Zimmerer, 2006; Zimmerer and Bassett, 2003).
Within this context, battles over place-making are actually power struggles waged over the entire
configuration of socio-economics and ecological relations (Chu, 2006).
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geographies the “practices culturales de vida” (“cultural practices of life”). These shifts
are key to mitigating the global climate change crisis. The question remains as to whether
these transformations are possible within the spaces of capitalism, but people with whom
I have spoken and the conclusions of this dissertation sincerely doubt it.
Fourth World Peoples’14 Positions Relative to Climate Change
The Black and Indigenous peoples of the Fourth World who produce food in these
alternative (to industrial capitalist agriculture) agro-ecological systems are most affected
by global climate change. They are convinced that they have a role to play in establishing
more sustainable pathways into the future. In a speech to the UN General Assembly on
the relationship between Indigenous peoples, development, and the environment in June
1997, Joji Cariño (International Alliance of Indigenous-Tribal Peoples of the Tropical
Forests) stated the following:
Often, the campaigns of Indigenous communities are misjudged as the ignorance
of ‘primitives’ unschooled in modern economic realities. But make no mistake.
We are not people of the past- we are your contemporaries and in some ways
may be your guides towards more sustainable futures in the twenty-first century.
Our heritage, which reaches back prior to the creation of the states, is a deeper
memory of experience from which to draw upon for the future.
14

Throughout this document I will refer to Fourth World people, Indigenous people, Afro-descendant
people, the Awá people, the Chachi people, or even “the people’s” struggle (“la lucha de la gente”). I do so
to highlight the importance of unity within the popular or Leftist movement for social and ecological
justice. Olindo Nastacuaz, the President of the Federation of the Awá Centers of Ecuador, for example,
explains that while he cannot speak for each individual, the Awá people’s (by vote) stand firmly for or
against a certain issue. I am nevertheless aware of the importance of the complexity of Indigenous, Ethnic,
and Gender politics and concepts such as “intersectionality”, “positionality”, “situatedness”, “webs of
relations” or “relationality” that are highlighted by geographers and other social scientists, and this
dissertation ultimately intends to emphasize this complexity. The concepts of “intersectionality”,
“positionality”, “situatedness”, “webs of relations” or “relationality” are underscored to demonstrate how
people of different sex, gender, race, and ethnicity have distinct relations to power, and thus distinct
everyday experiences, within the processes of globalization and development (Abbott, 2006; Brah, 1996;
Collins, 2000; Cook et al. 2005; England, 2006; Hartstock, 1987; Jackson, 2000; Nagar et al., 2002; Nast,
1998; Roberts, 2004; Rocheleau, 2008; Sidaway, 2000; Sultana, 2007). In further development of the
materials of this dissertation, I will delve deeper into the every day ethnographic lifeworlds so to emphasize
how different people situated at a multiplicity of axes of fields of social stratification and power relations
are affected by and react to the processes of conservation and development (or climate change mitigation
development, defined in footnote 17).
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The more than 300 million Indigenous people in the world to day make up over
4,000 distinct societies representing 95% of human cultural diversity, and I
would also say 95% of humanity’s breadth of knowledge for living sustainably
on the earth.
—(Cariño, 1999, p. 67)

Indigenous people15 are joined and supported by many international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and scientists in claiming that global climate change
an environmental and economic crisis and must be treated as such (Buxton, 2010; Foster,
2007b; Indigenous Peoples’ Global Summit on Climate Change [IPGSCC], 2009; Latin
American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change, 2010; Myers, 1995; Smith, 2010;
World People’s Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth, 2010;
Zueras, 2010).
This is because, as a result of the expected environmental transformations that
accompany climate change—such as increasing atmospheric temperature, rising sea
levels, massive loss of biodiversity, and more frequent natural catastrophes—it is
estimated that as many as 200 million people will become climate change refugees by
2050. Whole villages have had to relocate due to glacier melt and erosion in Alaska and
due to sea level rise in the Pacific Ocean, making people from these communities some of
the planet’s first climate change refugees (Boehm, 2010; Pilkington, 2008; United
Nations Environment Programme, 2005).
Indigenous, other rural peoples, environmental NGOs, and certain researchers and
policy-makers take these “global warning” signs seriously. They also protest the
strategies of its mitigation that avoid command and control regulatory instruments that

15

Indigenous voices, however muted in decision-making processes, are present in climate change
mitigation discussions. On the other hand, Afro-descendants and campesinos (peasants) are almost
completely excluded. Viable strategies for climate change mitigation must include all communities who are
most vulnerable to climate change.
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actually reduce carbon emissions, and they do not accept climate change mitigation
strategies that exacerbate and build on detrimental effects of extractive development and
that violate human and Indigenous rights in and around their territories. The results from
two meetings in 2010—the “Latin American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change” and
the “World Peoples’ Conference on Climate Change and Rights of Mother Earth”—
demonstrate that people are protesting colonial and extractive development and is issuing
a call to action for confronting global climate change.
The Latin American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change (2010) that came
together in San José, Costa Rica in March 2010, maintains that climate change mitigation
thus far is envisioned within a framework of private market-based entrepreneurship in
which hazards, risks, and ecological security are being made into tradable goods, and that
these mitigation solutions, thus, “…constitute new forms of geopolitical threats to both
Indigenous rights, and the livelihoods of our peoples [Indigenous and other ancestral
communities]”. They reject these plans and projects for mitigating climate change (Latin
American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change, 2010; Zueras, 2010).
Then in April 2010, over 35,000 from 140 countries and representing 48
governments gathered in Cochabamba, Bolivia for the “World Peoples’ Conference on
Climate Change and Rights of Mother Earth” to establish a more inclusive and actionbased approach to Climate Change (Buxton, 2010; World Peoples’ Conference on
Climate Change and Rights of Mother Earth, 2010). The 17 working groups of the
conference formulated “The People’s Agreement”. Together the working groups
demanded 50% reduction of emissions by 2017, wrote a draft declaration for the Rights
of Mother Earth, and established a Climate Justice Tribunal. This Tribunal was meant to
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counter the “Copenhagen Accord” that came out of the United Nations Climate Change
Conference in Copenhagen in December 2009. The tribunal’s authors see the
Copenhagen Accord as having merely established voluntary commitments (as opposed to
binding agreements) for industrialized countries and reinforced market-based
mechanisms for mitigating climate change. Like the Latin American Indigenous Forum
on Climate Change, the People’s Accord rejects market-based mechanisms for mitigating
climate change that do not respect Indigenous peoples’ and Mother Earth’s rights to selfdetermination and underscores the need to address the structural causes of climate
change. Based on my research in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of
Ecuador16, I concur.
I argue that instead of actually mitigating climate change and its effects, the
current “climate change mitigation development”17 strategies in Ecuador are based in
exploiting the climate change crisis and pushing a political economy of “CO2lonialism”18

16

I have chosen to call this place this name because the communities who form part of the Afro-colombian
social movement and PCN (Proceso de Comunidades Negras) self-identify as “comunidades de la Costa
Pacifica”. Because this region is ancestral territory of the Afro-colombians and Indigenous peoples, they
call it a “Territory-region” (Varias Organizaciones del Territorio-región del Pacífico, 2010; Academics
Who Work in Pacific, 2010; Rosental, 2010). And because this region is located in the frontier region of
Ecuador, I have specified this. The significance of this place as a frontier space is discussed more fully later
in the dissertation.
17

I define climate change mitigation development as the following: The Global South and North and
international and state governing bodies are, until now, refusing to take action to confront such
contradictions and environmental costs of state-level extractive development—the basis of what they call
the “climate crisis”—within Indigenous and Afro-descendant—ancestral territories. Instead of heeding
‘poor people’s struggle for economies of Living Well (see Chapter 2) in their communal forest territories
and restructuring economies ‘from the ground up’ as a basis for climate change mitigation, Global North
and Global South governments—like Ecuador—advocate implementing plans and projects based in the
commoditization and neoliberalization of Nature (see footnote 19 for definition), thus accumulating capital
for circulation in ‘free trade’ economies, e.g. agrofuel and ecological services development. They do so to
avoid and to overcome the economic contradictions that have led to climate change in the first place. These
plans and projects colonize and perpetuate uneven development in Indigenous and Afro-descendant
ancestral territories by both surrounding and infiltrating them.
18

CO2lonialism is defined as the colonial nature of biofuel (or “agrofuel”, a term to be further explained in
footnote 20) and other invasive “green” business ventures encouraged under climate change policies
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via the “Neoliberalization of Nature”19 into Fourth World territories. Fourth World
activists and scholars, social and natural scientists, and institutions associated with human
rights recognize that the Global North might not only be responsible for climate change,
but for the increased frequency of climate-related disasters (Gronewold, 2010). This
results in an incongruous relationship between climate change and development that can
be thought of as the “colonial triple whammy” that takes place in Fourth World
Territories (pers. com. Zoltan Grossman, 13 April 2010): As Global North countries pour
money into extractive development of Global South countries, their dependence on
petroleum extraction and fossil fuels as inputs for the continued green revolution are
simultaneously destroying and rearranging the global and local environments. These
same places are then put in greater environmental, economic, and social risk with
increased frequency of climate change related disasters. Climate change itself acts as the
second whammy as it forces those people living in closest relationship to the rising sea
levels, melting glaciers, and other “vulnerable” ecosystems—the Fourth World peoples—
to adapt to such “unintended consequences” of development associated with climate

(Indigenous Environmental Network [IEN], 2007). As stated in Chapter 2, the history of colonialism in the
Americas began 500 years ago, when ‘undiscovered’ Indigenous peoples’ lands and resources were
expropriated, and Indigenous people were pushed to less productive lands, if not moved to other continents
as slaves or peons. Such displacement provided the labor and raw materials indispensable for establishing
and sustaining the foundations of industrial capitalism in the Global North
19

Heynen et al. (2007, p. 3) define neoliberalism as “…an economic and political philosophy that
questions, and in some versions entirely rejects, government interventions in the market and people’s
relationships to the economy, and eschews social and collective controls over the behavior and practices of
firms, the movement of capital, and the regulation of socio-economic relationships.” Castree (2008b, p.
162, highlights a goal of neoliberalism: “…one contingent way in which the enduring imperatives and
contradictions of capital accumulation can be managed. Castree et al. (2010, p. 7) differentiate between
neoliberalism and neoliberalization: “Neoliberalism is a fully formed political agenda, and neoliberalization
is a polymorphous, relational process that involves ongoing reconstructions and reorientations.” Heynen et
al. (2007, p. 3) define the “neoliberalization of Nature” (or the environment) as “…the ways that attempts
to “stretch” and “deepen” (Lysandrou, 2005) the reach of commodity circulation rely on the re-working of
environmental governance and on entrenching the commoditization of nature, and vise versa”.
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change (Pilkington, 2008). Then—the third whammy—Global North countries control
the decision-making processes of how to mitigate these climate change consequences.
They decide upon market-based neoliberal climate mitigation mechanisms. These are
implemented in partnership with Global South states in the name of both climate change
mitigation and development. The goal, however, remains the same: to continue
accumulating capital to their benefit and controlling resources, but this time in spaces
where older forms of extractive development and markets previously could not reach.
Naomi Klein’s (2007) concept of “disaster capitalism” may be important here.
Klein begins by citing Shock and Awe: Achieving Rapid Dominance, the military doctrine
for the U.S. war on Iraq: “Nature in the form of tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes,
floods, uncontrolled fires, famine, and disease can engender shock and awe” (Edney,
1996, p. 110 as cited in Klein 2007, p. 3). She cites the American Enterprise Institute
describing the “neoliberalization” of the New Orleans school system reforms during
Hurricane Katrina: “Katrina accomplished in a day…what Louisiana school reformers
couldn’t do after years of trying” (Saulny, 2006, as cited in Klein 2007, p. 6). The
reaction of the school teachers who watched the disaster monies being allocated to the
privatization of the educational system in New Orleans was less enthusiastic, as they
called it “an educational land grab” (Klein, 2007, p. 7). Klein (2007, p. 7) states: “I call
these orchestrated raids on the public sphere in the wake of catastrophic events, combined
with the treatment of disasters as exciting market opportunities, “disaster capitalism’”.
I posit that when climate change is realized as a crisis, and when we take into
account the neoliberalization of “climate change mitigation development” and the
associated disasters, what we begin to recognize is new articulations of capitalism’s
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insatiable appetite—“disaster capitalism”—unfurling before our eyes. But all is not lost;
as David Harvey writes in the foreword of Neil Smith’s Uneven Development, “Another
world is possible” (Harvey, 2008, p. ix). For, these moments of “natural” crises include
possibilities of being flipped and are ultimately up for grabs, and not just ‘land grabs’ that
dispossess Fourth World peoples. Klein (2007, p. 589) states, “Local people’s renewal
movements [healing and rebuilding]…seek to start from...scrap, from the rubble that is all
around.”
Framing climate change and climate change mitigation development (as currently
implemented) as a crisis provides the opportunity for such historically marginalized
Fourth World communities to blow the whistle on the irresponsible and colonial ways
that the Global North countries, Global South states, and transnational companies have
exploited their resources in the name of climate change mitigation. It also allows Fourth
World communities the chance to lay claim to autonomy over their territories and to
define the ways in which they want to adapt to and mitigate both climate change and
development. We can see both of these processes occurring with the draft declarations of
The Latin American Indigenous Forum on Climate Change and The World Peoples’
Conference on Climate Change and Rights of Mother Earth. As Castree et al. (2010, p. 2)
highlight, conjunctures of the present economic (and ecological) crisis can be considered
to be “…a crossroads, a crucial interregnum of immense opportunity and new
possibilities”.
The “Neoliberalization of Nature” in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territoryregion of Ecuador
Building on such an argument, this dissertation’s principal question asks: How do
neoliberal market-based climate change mitigation development strategies lead to new
15

forms of colonization and resistance in the ancestral Fourth World communities and lands
of the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador? The dissertation examines
how CO2lonialism is playing itself out via market-based ‘solutions’ to climate change
that neoliberalize Nature and surround, infringe upon, and infiltrate Fourth World
ancestral territories. The research is based in three communities—La Ceiba Commune of
the Chachi people, Guadulito Centro of the Awá people, and La Chiquita Commune of
the Afro-descendant people. All three places lay in the canton of San Lorenzo
(Esmeraldas Province), located in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region,
ancestral territory of the aforementioned peoples (see Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1. Study Site Area (Rodas and Hazlewood, 2009a)

My research shows that the processes of expanding climate change mitigation markets is
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colonizing in two principal ways: 1) agrofuel20 and subsequent oil palm21 (Elaeis
guineensis Jacq.) plantation development surround and infringe upon Fourth World
communal territories; 2) how “conservation” incentive projects and payment for
ecological services22 programs (carbon sequestration) development infiltrate Afroecuadorian and Indigenous Communal territories. My research focuses on the human
dimensions of these political, economic and environmental changes that accompany
agrofuel and conservation and ecological services development around and within Fourth
World territories.

20

Some critics of biofuel have suggested that the term be replaced by the word agrofuel, stating that "the
prefix 'agro' makes explicit the fact that they compete for land and resources directly with other agricultural
products, especially food" (Carlsen, 2007). Other researchers of agrofuel in South America and I have
chosen support the use of the term agrofuels in order to reflect: 1) a commitment to critically evaluate the
dominant use of the term biofuel; 2) an ethnographic sensibility that takes seriously the preference of the
term agrofuels by grassroots activists; and 3) a general agreement with "the Anchorage Declaration"
produced in April of 2009 by the Indigenous People's global Summit on Climate Change (IPGSCC, 2009).
21

Oil palm fruits are used as primary material in the production of agrofuels. As the demand for agrofuel
continues to increase (WWF Germany, 2007)--and as oil palm is four times more productive than any other
oil-producing crop (Rieger, 2006), it is likely that demand for oil palm will also increase.
I have chosen to use the term “oil palm”, as opposed to “African oil palm”, to respect the criteria of the
activists of the Afro-ecuadorian and Afro-colombian movements. They believe that the colonial strategies
that the “African” oil palm plantations use become associated with the term “African”. They recognize that
the tree itself—not the plantations—are of African origin. Yet, they do not want to be associated with the
plantations because the oil palm landscapes that threaten Afro-descendant’s everyday “cultural practices of
life” that they have taken centuries to establish in the Americas (pers.com. 07/07/2009).
22

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2010) defines ecosystem or ecological services as
“goods and services that are vital to human health and livelihood, natural assets.” Daily (1997, p. 3)
expands on this definition: “…the conditions and processes through which natural ecosystems, and the
species that make them up, sustain and fulfill human life.” According to the Millennium Ecosystem
Assessment (2005) and USDA (2009), the 23 distinct ecological services include provisioning services
(e.g. food, fiber, fuel, genetic resources, biochemicals, fresh water, wood), regulating services (e.g. air
quality, climate, water, disease, pest, natural hazard and erosion regulation; supporting services (e.g.
nutrient cycles, soil formation, and crop pollination), and cultural services (e.g. spiritual and religious,
aesthetic, educational, cultural heritage, and other inspirational values, sense of place, recreation, and
tourism). To understand the differences between conservation incentives and payment for ecological
services, see footnote 25. In Spanish the term ecological services is translated to servicios ambientales,
meaning environmental services, so when discussed in the Ecuadorian context, especially in relation to a
quotation, I sometimes use the term environmental services as well.
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These transformations have been spurred by international climate change
mitigation agreements—such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (1992) Clean Development Mechanism of the Kyoto Protocol (1997). The Kyoto
Protocol encourages lowering greenhouse gas emissions with plans that are in line with
the neoliberalization of Nature—i.e. green climate change mitigation market strategies—
that result in agrofuel and subsequent oil palm plantation expansion and ecological
services (carbon sequestration) development projects. Throughout the following
dissertation I draw upon empirical evidence derived from a methodology I call
“collaborative activist geographical methods”23 and a theoretical framework that rests at
the nexus of “postcolonial political ecologies” 24, ”neoliberalization of Natures”, ”climate
change mitigation development”, ”geographies of hope”. The focus of the project has
been to analyze the everyday consequences and responses to the postcolonial political
ecologies of neoliberalization of Nature via so-called climate change mitigation
development.
This dissertation specifically investigates Ecuador’s engagement with such
international climate change policy frameworks and discusses the Ecuadorian state’s

23

I call the methodological framework of questions and approaches, which is sensitive to and contingent
upon the postcolonial political ecologies (defined in footnote 24) of a place and struggles of people to live a
life with dignity, “collaborative activist geographical methods”. I decided to give this name to the
methodological framework described here because I was inspired by reading “Changing the world:
Geography, political activism, and Marxism” by Michael Samers (2006). As researchers immersed and
intertwined in working with communities surrounded and infringed upon by “geographies of violence”
(Beroiz, 2005; Blomley, 2003; Gregory and Pred, 2006) and “geographies of terror” (Oslender, 2008, p.
77), this methodology emphasizes the need to question the power relations between the researcher and the
communities where one works and to act as an ally in communities’ struggles for social, economic, and
environmental justice.
24

“Post-colonial Political Ecologies are defined as the situated and specific ways that political and
economic policies, projects, and actors engage with historical and on-going colonial configurations of
people and nature, creating unexpected and complex nature-culture geographies.
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subsequent implementation of climate change mitigation development plans—agrofuel
production and ecological services and/or carbon credit trading projects (SocioBosque/REDD)25—that have led to new colonial forms of surrounding and infiltrating
Fourth World peoples’ territories. It examines both the political contradictions of
implementing such state-level climate change mitigation development policies and plans,
the on-the-ground-consequences of these postcolonial political ecological
transformations, and how communities resist and unite, despite social and ecological
processes that are intended to isolate and divide them.
Current Climate Change Mitigation Development and the Ecuadorian Constitution
Climate Change does not have borders; nevertheless, it is necessary to underline
that its distributions are inequitable. Whereas an average US citizen generates 6
tons of carbon per year and an average European citizen generates near 3 tons per
year, the world average emission of carbon per capita approaches 1.3 tons per
year, with great asymmetry. This is a reality that establishes with clarity where
the major responsibilities reside in the affectation to the environment and the life
of the planet.26
25

Socio-Bosque (Forest Partners) is a national “conservation incentive” program that pays rural
communities and individuals up to $30 per hectare to put their forests aside for the future. According to the
Socio-Bosque propaganda, the program is to serve the following purposes: 1) to protect four million
hectares of forest; 2) to protect the ecological services that these forests offer; 3) to alleviate poverty in
rural areas; and, 4) to position the country as a pioneer at the international level for being the first to take
concrete actions to reduce GHG emissions from avoided deforestation (carbon sequestration and trading)
(Ministerio de Ambiente de la República del Ecuador (MAE), 2008b; 2008c). REDD (Reduction of
Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation) REDD is an international carbon trading mechanism that
would include a land-based offset program for compensating developing countries and “the poor”
(“payment for ecological services”) for protecting forests, but is highly contradictory and controversial
(Forest Peoples Programme, 2008; IEN, 2007; Redman, 2008; Zarembo, 2007). For example, in such a
“cap and trade” model, instead of states putting an absolute cap on greenhouse gas emissions (such as in
command and control regulatory instruments), polluting companies in the Global North pay states to
pollute. With REDD, Global North states put these monies in United Nations or World Bank and other
international body funds to pay “less polluting” Global South countries states to pay rural people for
conserving forests. REDD has led to many disagreements between Indigenous peoples. For example,
certain Indigenous leaders of the forests (who could potentially benefit economically) support REDD,
while most of the Indigenous peoples islands, who confront rising sea levels and want the North to cap their
emissions, do not support REDD.
26

Original Text: El cambio climático no tiene fronteras; sin embargo es necesario subrayar que su
distribución e impactos son inequitativos. Mientras que un ciudadano medio estadounidense genera 6
toneladas al año de carbono o un europeo medio cerca 3 toneladas al año, la media mundial de emisiones
de carbono per capita se acerca a 1.3 toneladas anuales, con una gran asimetría. Una realidad que
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–President Rafael Correa speech to the Chairman of the General Assembly
of the United Nations (UN), September 24th, 2007 (Correa, 2007)

President Rafael Correa delivered the speech from which the quotation about was
excerpted a few months after Bolivian President Evo Morales (Aymara) was invited to
open the seventh session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
(UNFPII) that focused on Indigenous rights and climate change. President Morales
delivered his speech entitled “The 10 Commandments of Climate Change” in which he
highlighted the Global North’s “historical ecological debt” to the Global South and
stressed “economies of Living Well” (ECOSOC, 2008). Both speeches marked historical
moments in which the Global South.
The Bolivian President Morales, Ecuadorian President Correa, and Venezuelan
President Chavez (see Figure 1.2.), who are the heart of the Bolivarian Alliance for the
Peoples of Our America (ALBA, Alianza Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra
América), claim to be anti-imperialist; they stand at the frontlines of Latin America’s
“New Left”, who are demanding economic compensation for these historical, ecological
negative consequences of colonialism and capitalism (Foster, 2007a; Denvir and
Riofranco, 2008; La Hora, 2009; Escobar, 2010; Smith, 2010). Now Presidents of
Bolivia, Ecuador, and Venezuela have assumed positions, together with Fourth World
peoples, at the forefront of a not only Latin America’s, but also the Global South’s
people’s climate change movement. The Global South people’s climate change
movement has their foothold in calling attention to the colonial legacy and negative
ecological consequences of the Global North’s economic systems.
establece con claridad dónde residen las mayores responsabilidades en la afectación al medio ambiente y
a la vida del planeta.
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Pointing out inequalities between carbon emissions in the Global North and
Global South opens spaces for new conversations. It is important to highlight that Global
North countries are indeed responsible for and have contributed the most to the
detrimental effects of global climate change. The latter countries must therefore take
responsibility for the damage they have caused by lowering their carbon emissions.
Nevertheless, it is also important to identify gaps between the New Left’s state discourses
and practices (Denvir and Riofranco, 2008), and to establish state-level policies and
programs that will meet the goals and needs of ethnic nations and communities, the
Fourth World peoples, of the Global South.
This dissertation aspires to contribute to such an effort by pointing out that it is
hypocritical for the Global South governments to engage in neoliberal ecological
governance regimes, such as the Kyoto protocol, to demand Global North compensation
for ecological demage within their nations through “green” market-based mechanisms. I
argue that these South American Leftist governments have stepped into the role of
playing the ‘ecological noble savages’ as can be seen in Figure 1.2 by how the Correa,
Morales, and Chavez combine Andean and Amazonian Indigenous people’s regalia) and
of the anti-imperialist Global South victims of the Global North, but are meanwhile
deliberately capitalizing from neoliberal clean deveopment mechanisms that lead to the
implementation of exacerbated exploitative and extractivist processes in Fourth World
Peoples’ territories within their national boundaries. These national-scale “green”
economic projects surround and infiltrate Fourth World peoples territories, at first
transforming the people into a island castaways in their own territories. They are by no
means post-extractivist, for as they make everyday community living conditions
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unlivable, they are intended to eventually extract both the natural resources and people
from ancestral territories. All of this, occurring in the name of climate change mitigation,
is producing hordes of climate change mitigation refugees to join the already estimated
200 million climate change refugees by 2050. This dissertation maintains that all of these
displaced people have resulted from centuries of colonial-based capitalist development
gone wrong and that real climate change mitigation will require starkely divergent and
place- and identity-based models of development.
Basing my research specifically in Ecuador, I argue this: Many Ecuadorians are
celebrating approaches to climate change and subsequent potential opportunities that
stem from the Latin American Left’s pointing to historical ecological imperialism of the
Global North. Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian state and transnational companies are
formulating and implementing climate change mitigation development plans that
colonize their own Fourth World territories and further marginalize ‘the poor’, exploiting
their marginality and poverty.27
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Extractive development projects—like logging, mining, and oil palm plantation implementation—in
Esmeraldas, can be imagined as a bulldozer. It is as if when the bulldozer was moving through the ancestral
territories, there is a person onboard throwing off chainsaws to the people and shouting, “Hey, you are
poor, do your part and you can make some money while you are at it”. Soon after, working within the
constraints of the tracks of this extractive development, come the conservation organizations and programs
telling the communities that they are doing wrong by cutting down the trees, also reinforcing that they are
poor, but rich with resources important to the whole world. Through conservation and ‘sustainable
development’ projects, these organizations teach ancestral communities who have been living there for
hundreds of years how they can ‘properly’ regulate and develop their resources. It seems as though most
conservation organizations working in Esmeraldas do their best to turn a blind eye to the violations of
human and Nature’s rights that accompany the development projects that surround and infiltrate communal
territories. The processes that accompany oil palm plantation expansion are essentially creating a “clean
slate” as they clear the forest—thus priming the space for additional neoliberal enterprises. Yet, when
conservation-based organizations implement conservation and sustainable development programs with this
same clean slate mentality of trying to rewire peoples’ relationships to the forest, not only do their projects
fail, but also they benefit from exploiting communities’ vulnerability and poverty.
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Figure 1.2. The Inauguration of Ecuadorian President Correa with Bolivian President Morales
(Aymara) and Venezuelan President Chavez. January 2007 in Zumbahua, Ecuador. Taken from
Taringa.net, 2007.

For example, Ecuador has received praise for being ‘an environmental world
leader’ based on President Rafael Correa’s recent decision to conserve the country’s
Amazonian rainforest east of the Andes as a national strategy for addressing the
relationship between carbon emissions and climate change (Correa, 2007; Phillips, 2007;
Sohn et al., 2007; Terra Daily, 2007). In the excerpt above, Correa underscored that the
average European and United States citizen’s consumption levels and fossil fuel use are
responsible for generating 3-6 times more carbon per year than those of the rest of the
world, resulting in an uneven distribution of climate change impacts. Following this
argument, he presented a “post-extractive” development plan28, under which Ecuador
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I agree that such post-development and carbon-emissions trading development plans could be vital to
establishing new political ecological systems and relationships, but the peoples in the park who would be
most affected by such plans, the Huaraní people, have not been included in the design or discussions of
these programs (pers. com. Ecuadorian Academic 22 December 2009; Huarani leaders 1 December 2009).
That is why I insist that focusing on the post-colonial aspect of political ecologies and development. We
must allow the people marginalized by colonialist structures due to their race and ethnicity and currently
most affected by development plans to have an equal say in designing and implementing them. These steps
are critical to decolonizing development and creating identity- and rights- based economies.
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would not exploit petroleum in Yasuní National Park—a decision that would prevent 111
million tons of carbon emissions; he demanded financial co-responsibility from the
international community, and specifically from the Global North, to pay for conserving
the biodiversity of the Amazon rainforest and to ‘protect’ the Indigenous peoples (Correa,
2007). This plan is called Yasuní-ITT. Further on in his speech to the General Assembly
of the UN Correa stated that supporting something like Yasuní-ITT shows that Ecuador
“….[renounces] this income for the well being of the whole of humanity and invites the
world to join efforts through fair compensation, in order that together we lay the
foundations for a more human [sic] and fair civilization.”29
On the Western side of the Andes, however, there is a whole different scenario
that does not make efforts towards laying “foundations for a more human and fair
civilization”. Since the completion of the nationally-funded San Lorenzo-Ibarra highway
in 1997, monoculture oil palm plantations have replaced more than 22 thousand hectares
of the complex and richly textured coastal Chocó rainforest. In addition, as Indigenous
and Afro-ecuadorian communities become increasingly surrounded and isolated by these
oil palms, they are being asked to participate in a nationally financed conservation
incentive program called Socio-Bosque. This state program pays forest people up to 30
U.S. dollars per hectare to conserve their forest, but the state-owned company, PetroEcuador, is simultaneously informing communities that they will be conducting seismic
testing in these same conservation areas. One can see, therefore, that while Ecuadorians
and the world looks towards the east celebrating “anti-Yanqui” and post-extractive
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Original Text: “…renuncia a estos ingresos por el bienestar de toda la humanidad e invita al mundo a
sumarse a este esfuerzo a través de una justa compensación, para que juntos sentemos las bases de una
civilización más humana [sic] y más justa” (Correa, 2007).
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development, in the west, extractive and exploitative economies are continuing apace.
Yasuní-ITT has potential to be a revolutionary program, but not unless it is implemented
in a more socially and ecologically just political economy in Ecuador as a whole.
Otherwise, like anti-Global North and ecological imperialism discourse, it serves as little
more than a dis(ex)traction while the state and multinational companies continue to
plunder Fourth World territories.
In an interview with a representative of the Ministry of Environment (Ministerio
de Ambiente de la República de Ecuador (MAE), pers. com. 22 December 2009), I was
told the following about the government’s vision of an extraction-free political economy
in Ecuador.
Ecuador only emits .001% of the [green house] gases at the world level. This is
nothing, I mean….but all the same, we are committed to mitigating [climate
change] 30 whatever happens, the country is going to mitigate [climate change]
voluntarily all the same, because the mitigation also helps to attend to many
environmental problems that exist, then we are going to mitigate all the
same…We see that right now the central government, through a national plan of
Living Well, is seeking to be a country that becomes a biopolis. What is a
biopolis? A biopolis is, would be, is a country that generates services of
information and we will not be extractive. Our forests are so rich of this
information that is needed for many things. So this is just what [the country]
looks to do and this is it. This is the country’s plan and the idea is just to sit in
these bases so that if there are changes in the government, it maintains this base,
this plan, stable and strong that continues forward.
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Original Text: El Ecuador solamente [emite] el ,001% de los gases a nivel mundial eso no es nada o
sea….El ,001% o sea, punto 001, eso no es nada, pero igual estamos comprometidos a mitigar, sea lo que
sea voluntariamente el país igual va a mitigar porque la mitigación también ayuda atender a muchos
problemas ambientales que existe, entonces nosotros igual vamos a mitigar…Vemos que ahorita el
gobierno central a través del plan nacional del Buen Vivir lo que busca es que en quince años el país se, se
convierta en una biópolis. Que es una biópolis? Una biópolis es, sería un, es un país generador de
servicios de información, ya que no seamos extractivistas… Nuestros bosques son riquísimos de tanta de
esta información que se necesita para muchas cosas. Entonces eso justamente se busca hacer y ese es el.
Digamos ese es el plan país, esa es la visión que tiene este gobierno y la idea es justamente asentar esas
bases para que cuando si haya cambios de gobierno se mantenga esa base, se mantenga este plan, estable
y fuerte y que sigamos adelante, aja.
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In 2009, I attended the eighth session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) together with the President of the Federation of Awá Centers
of Ecuador. We listened to a speech delivered by Ecuadorian Diplomat Maria Fernanda
Espinosa (2008), which relied on a similar discourse. Highlighting Yasuní-ITT, and
Ecuadorian’s new constitutional foundations—the “rights to Sumak Kawsay (Kichwa),
Vivir Bien31 (Spanish), or Living Well” 32, the “rights of Nature” 33, and the rights
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The Constitutional Assembly of Ecuador translated the Kichwa concept of Sumak Kawsay as “el Buen
Vivir”, but the Indigenous peoples, including Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador
(CONAIE) insist that it should be translated “Vivir Bien”, which is the same that Bolivian President Evo
Morales proposed in his opening speech of the United Nations Permanent Forum of Indigenous Peoples in
2007 (ECOSOC 2007). The representing leader of earth, territory and biodiversity in the Federation of the
Awá Centers of Ecuador (FCAE) explained that “el Buen Vivir” (literally translated as “good living”, but
meaning ‘the good life’) is a concept defined by Western values:
We, the CONAIE, have analyzed this and, for this reason, the proposal that we have, the
proposal on the table of dialogue with the government is that we implement the theme of
Living Well, not good living. If we analyze this well, if you say good living, this is in
reference to the world outside, and the world outside has much difference in relation to
the Indigenous peoples. Why do I say this? For them the good living is to have their car,
to go out well dressed, to have their good watch, everything part of the technologified,
right? So [I refer] to this, and we do not share in this [same economic level of
life/values].
Original text: La CONAIE, entonces eso nosotros lo hemos analizado y por eso en la
propuesta que nosotros tenemos, en la propuesta en la mesa de diálogo con el gobierno
es que le implementamos el tema de Vivir Bien, no el Buen Vivir. Si entonces si (…buenos
días..)…si analizamos bien, dices Buen Vivir [al referencia a] el mundo externo si, y
mundo externo tiene mucha diferencia en cuanto a los pueblos Indígenas. Por que le
digo? Ellos para ellos Vivir Bien es tener su carro, andar bien vestido, tener su buen
reloj o sea ya toda la parte más tecnificada no? Entonces a eso, y nosotros no
compartimos con eso (pers. com. 7 December 2009)
32

The right to Living Well and the rights of Nature are further discussed in Chapter 2. The Ecuadorian
Constitutional Assembly integrated the concept of Sumak Kawsay, a Kichwa concept meaning Vivir Bien or
Living Well, into the new Ecuadorian Constitution enacted on October 7, 2008. This phrase entitles all
Ecuadorians to their cultural practices and identity- and ecologically-based and fundamentally selfsufficient livelihoods (Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008; Quintero, 2009). The concept of “Living
Well” is based on self-determinative “ethnodevelopment” proposals that Indigenous people and academics
have been putting forward for decades, and especially in the face of climate change (Escobar, 1995; Esteva,
1991; Laurie et al., 2005; LaDuke, 2008; Lander, 2009; Mander and Tauli Corpuz, 2006; Reed, 1997;
Smith, 2002; Varese, 1996). Such a development is the heart and soul of place-based social movements
(Escobar, 1992, 1995, 2004, 2008; Escobar et al., 2002; Varese, 1996), or social movements based in the
politics of place (Yung et al., 2003).
33

The 2008 Ecuadorian constitution also grants rights to Nature as a social actor (Galeano, 2009). Nature’s
constitutional right “to have its existence and the maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure,
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associated with “”Plurinacionalidad (Plurinationality)”34, her discourse invoked much
applause by the Indigenous people and all of those present. The Awá President at the
time, Olindo Nastacuaz35, who is quite aware of the government’s intentions to continue
supporting mining and oil and agrofuel development in his own peoples’ territory, turned
to me and said, “El Gobierno Actual solo es un discurso. Al fundo de los nuevos leyes son
puras políticas (The actual government is only a discourse. At the foundation of the new
laws is pure politics).” (pers. com. 26 May 2009)
Later, many UN and NGO representatives, press people, Indigenous delegates
from the Ecuadorian Amazon region (especially those affected by the plan, the Huarani
people), and I were in a meeting with the committee for Yasuní-ITT36. They were
announcing the program to the international public and passing out propaganda. The Awá
President asked them why all the attention is on the Amazon if coastal rainforests are

and functions and processes of evolution integrally respected…” forms the basis of humans’ right to Living
Well, together with and in relation to Nature (Acosta, 2009c, 2009d; Article 71, Asamblea Constituyente
del Ecuador, 2008; Lander, 2009). See Chapter 2 to read more about the connection between the right to
Living Well and the rights of Nature.
34

A Plurinational state is based on and must include the representation and cosmovisions of the 13 different
Indigenous Nations and 20 peoples in Ecuador, and is by definition, “intercultural”, an idea coined by
CONAIE, (the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador), the national-level Ecuadorian
Indigenous organization. A Plurinational state acknowledges not only the role of political economies in and
of themselves, but also specifically of systematized coloniality (ever-shifting strategies that accompany
place-based forms of colonization) and racism in establish political economies that marginalize peoples of
color, and in the case of Ecuador, marginalize Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples. A Plurinational
state demands equality and inclusion, and in short, has at its foundation of true democratic representation
within an established framework “interculturality”. Interculturality recognizes power of diversity and “the
right to difference” (Escobar, 2008; Mignolo, 2005), while also focusing on the power of bringing a
collectivity of diverse life practices and cosmovisions to the table of negotiations and policy-making
(Acosta, 2009a).
35

Olindo was the only Ecuadorian coastal Indigenous delegate at the UNPFII, among many Sierra
(Mountain region) and Amazonian people.
36

One of the committee members was ex-Minister of Environment who was in power when 50,000 plus
hectares of state protected lands in some of the last remaining coastal rainforests of Esmeraldas were
converted to agricultural frontier lands to pave the way for oil palm implementation in Esmeraldas.
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almost gone, to which they said, all Ecuadorians will indirectly benefit. After the
meeting, the Awá President told be that he thought that Yasuní-ITT was formulated from
“Occidental vision”. He said, “It (Yasuní-ITT) is a project of imposition. We should not
accept Yasuní or Socio Bosque (es un proyecto de imponer. No debriamos aceptar
Yasuní ni Socio Bosque)”.
Part of what the Awá President was referring to is that these current proposals
based in trading carbon emissions and ecological services development are incongruous
with the aforementioned “three pillars” of the 2008 Ecuadorian Constitution that
guarantee Indigenous and other Ecuadorians the right to identity- and rights-based
development: the Rights to Living Well, the Rights of Nature, and the Rights associated
with Plurinationality. Alberto Acosta (pers. com. 22 December 2009), ex-President of the
Constitutional Assembly states:
Ecuador has a plural society, even within the country have various Indigenous
peoples and nationalities and Afro-ecuadorian peoples, mestizo peoples, cholo
peoples, Montubios people that make Ecuador a society, as I said a moment ago,
that is the plural, which is the starting point to understand the proposed changes.
It would not be possible for the rights of Nature or Sumak Kawsay to join in a
constitutional vision, in project of common life project if we do not have the
basis of the Plurinationality.37

According to Ecuador’s Director of Mitigation and Climate Change Action, part
of the Subsecretariat of Climate Change (pers. com. 22 December 2009), these three
constitutional pillars are foundational to their programs. The Ministry of Environment is
concentrating on both adapting to—mostly in the Andes Mountains, close to the Glacier-
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Original text: Ecuador tiene una sociedad plural, incluso tenemos dentro del país varios pueblos y
nacionalidades Indígenas y pueblos Afro-ecuatorianos, pueblos mestizos, pueblos eh, cholos, pueblos
montubios que hacen del Ecuador una sociedad, como le dije hace un instante, plural que es el punto de
partida para entender los cambios propuestos. Los derechos de la Naturaleza o el Sumak Kawsay no
serían posibles de incorporarse en una visión constitucional es decir en el proyecto de vida en común sino
tendríamos la base de la Plurinacionalidad.
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topped mountains that have had 30% reduction of glacier cover in the last 30 years—and
mitigating climate change (Subsecretaria de Cambio Climatico, 2009). The director
informed me that Ecuador has 25 Kyoto Clean Development Mechanism projects
registered with the national authority and 13 registered on the international level with the
United Nations Framework for the Convention Climate Change (UNFCCC) (MAE, pers.
com. 22 December 2009). Ecuador began with a climate change unit in the Ministry of
Environment eight years ago. This unit became what they call “a direction (una
dirección)” for one year, and just in the last year Ecuador has created this subsecretariat.
When asked, the aforementioned person and the Subsecretariat of Climate Change told
me that there are no Indigenous or Afro-ecuadorian people working in the subsecretariat
and that they have participated little in the design of climate change mitigation programs
(pers. com. 22 December 2009). If the Ecuadorian government truly has goals of making
a pluri-cultural biopolis in which economies of Living Well are the foundation, those
communities most affected by climate change must be present in the design and decisionmaking processes of climate change mitigation and adaptation programs. Otherwise these
programs meant to take place in Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian peoples’ territories will
be part of a continued colonization of their lands and resources, but this time under the
pretenses of climate change mitigation.
Accordingly, what is to follow in this section and the rest of the dissertation is not
meant to be just a critique or denouncement of efforts of Ecuadorians to establish a more
just society from some gringa outsider. Instead, my goal is to highlight the
communication gaps between those making decisions in the state governments and
different sectors of the Ecuadorian government, and between those making decisions in
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Ecuador and those most affected by those decisions in the communities of the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region. I explicate that extactivist “green” economies that do
not resolve, but instead exacerbate the metabolic rift of postcolonial capitalism, are
formulated and executed within these very communication gaps and breaches between
the scales and sectors of government and society. Following the lead of Castree et al.
(2010, p. 5), an objective of this dissertation, therefore, is to provide “a much more
complex definition of the enemy”, so that it may be possible to seek solutions that truly
aim for climate change mitigation strategies that contribute to greater social and
ecological justice in the Global South and Fourth World territories.
Castree et al. (2010, p. 3) cite Antonio Conti, an Italian autonomous Marxist:
“The goal of research is not the interpretation of the world, but the organization of
transformation.” I hope that what is written here—drawn from empirical evidence
gathered during my research—can be taken as constructive observation by someone who
cares about well being, not only of the communities with whom I have worked for over a
decade, but also the well being of Ecuador, Latin America, and the world as a whole. I
can only hope this work can act as a small step towards this socio-economic
transformation that is based in taking climate change seriously.
What Follows in this Dissertation
The next chapter of this dissertation is entitled “CO2lonialism and the
‘Unintended Consequences’ of Commoditizing Climate Change: Geographies of Hope
amid a Sea of Oil Palms in the Northwest Pacific Territory-region of Ecuador”. It asks
this question: What are the socio-ecological effects of oil palm/agrofuel development in
the Canton of San Lorenzo? This second chapter sets the postcolonial political ecology
30

context for the rest of the dissertation. I investigate the social and ecological effects of oil
palm plantation expansion by analyzing maps, studies on water quality, and the open
ended and semi-structured interviews that I did. This chapter contributes to postcolonial
political ecology, post-development, and human/social dimensions of climate change
literatures.
I call the third chapter “From an Extractive Economy to an Ecological Servicesbased Economy in Ecuador: Taking Steps towards a ‘Revolutionary’ Development
Paradigm?” The principal inquiry of this chapter is guided by the question: What are the
complexities and contradictions that accompany, not only commoditization of Nature, but
also the neoliberalization of Nature, through the implementation of ecological
services/carbon sequestration development in communal territories surrounded by oil
palm monoculture? Drawing from interviews, this third chapter researches the
complexities and contradictions that accompany not only the commoditization of Nature
but also the neoliberalization of Nature, through the implementation of ecological
services/carbon sequestration development in a context of oil palm monoculture and
accompanying “geographies of violence” (Beroiz, 2005; Blomley, 2003; Gregory and
Pred, 2006) and “geographies of terror”38 (Oslender, 2007, 2008; Radcliffe, 2007).
Although “the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador” is not in the title,
the postcolonial political ecologies of this place are central to the argument of this
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In his work in Colombia, Oslender (2008, p. 77) defines geographies of terror as “conceptual framework
that…. can serve as a critique of contemporary dominant geopolitical discourses on the “war on terror” and
as a methodological tool for studying the impact of terror and its spatial manifestations on local populations
on the ground”. I find this framework to be useful in terms pushing the Colombian war and Plan Colombia
into Ecuador, and thus, creating geographies of violence and displacement in the Pacific Frontier region of
Ecuador. Thus, there is increasing presence of irregular armed groups—FARC, ELN, Colombian
Paramilitary men, Aguilas Negras, Rastrojos, drug runners, and sicarios (hit men) associated with wood and
oil palm companies. The corruption of local officials exacerbates the power of these actors.
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chapter. I highlight plurinationality and self-determination as essential avenues towards
true social, economic and climate justice in ancestral territories. The theories in these
chapters sit at the nexus of neoliberal Natures and political ecologies of conservation,
post-development, and human/social dimensions of climate change literatures.
The fourth chapter is called “Collaborative Activist Geographical Methods:
Transcending Researcher-Researched Borders in the Northwest Pacific Frontier
Territory-region of Ecuador”. This chapter investigates the following question: How can
we as researchers use our positionalities to “scale up” or to bring the current crimes
against humanity and Nature (human and Nature rights violations)—committed under the
pretense of climate change mitigation development and subsequent neoliberalization of
Nature—to the attention of those people situated in places of power at national and
international scales?39 This chapter, which expands upon the definition of collaborative
activist geographical methods, is hopefully far from a conventional methods chapter.
Instead, as the heart of the dissertation, it intends to get to the central issue of what it
means to put the heart into human geography, highlighting the human aspect of the
discipline. Building on the work of Middleton (2010), I insist that both decolonizing and
healing must be front and center in our fieldwork. I argue that, first, it is necessary to
invest our minds in our projects to think out how we can go about decolonizing the
postcolonial political ecologies where we, as geographers, find ourselves find ourselves
conducting research (especially when we are entangled in geographies of terror and
violence). Second, I maintain that as researchers we must invest our heart in our projects
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I see it as my responsibility as an activist geographer to disseminate results in academic journals as well
as work for policy change towards greater social, economic and environmental justice.
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to care about those people and places where we work, thus making researcher-researched
relations more equal, and healing colonial relations that treat the communities with whom
we work as merely spaces to ‘gather data’. These sorts of reparations, based in research
that ultimately aim towards really seeing and listening to the people and caring, to
decolonizing knowledge and treat “place-based”40 Fourth World people as knowledgeproducers, are vital, I claim, to resolving the climate crisis.41 This chapter asserts that
colonial ways of viewing research and the world are unacceptable, and that if we do not
begin to really listen to, and prioritize, Fourth World peoples’ experiences and
understandings of the world in our investigations, the flickering flame of hope will begin
to fizzle out. We as humans first, and social scientists second, inevitably face ethical
choices in research; it is therefore critical to question whether our research methodogies
undermine or support power structures that further processes of CO2lonialism. This
chapter contributes to the decolonizing methodologies and activist social science
literatures.
The fifth chapter has the title of “Geographies of Hope of establishing a ‘Territory
of Peace’: Casting Inter-ethnic Social Nets across a Sea of Oil Palm in the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador”. In it I ask: How do Indigenous and Afroecuadorian communities sustain intra- and inter-island geographies of hope to both
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I use “place-based” as a term to replace “local” when applicable, as the place of the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region is central to the identities of the San Lorenzo communities with whom I
collaborated.
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The UN Declaration of Indigenous Peoples Rights (2007) was adopted by the General Assembly of the
United Nations in September 2007. It has been endorsed by several governments and implemented only by
the Plurinational state of Bolivia. Nevertheless, Fourth World peoples’ experiences and ways of knowing,
based in everyday cultural practices of life, continue to be marginalized, and they are treated as
“informants” in real knowledge-making that takes places in academic institutions and research institutions
across the world.
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defend their territories and struggle for rights- and identity-based development? This last
chapter inquires into how Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian communities are able to
defend their surrounded and isolated territories and economies of Living Well by
sustaining intra- and inter-island geographies of hope. I define intra-island geographies
of hope as communities’ ability to maintain sustainable practices and enhance
agricultural diversity in their territories, thus cultivating systems of food sovereignty and
intricate knowledge. I define inter-island Geographies of Hope as inter-ethnic networks. I
argue that by casting social nets between their territories, communities defend rights to
territorial self-determination, to identity- and rights- based sustainable development, to
clean water, and to food sovereignty and ultimately to Living Well.42 This last chapter
contributes to literatures on post-development, social movements, resistance, and
geographies of hope.
In the concluding chapter I argue that both the Global South and North and
international and state governing bodies are refusing to take action to confront the
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I am aware of the argument that appealing to “rights” can ultimately be a neoliberal and contradictory
project for Indigenous and other communities working for self-determination (Brown, 2003). Brown (2003,
p. 248), for instance, argues that the Indigenous movement pushing for state-defined legal frameworks of
sovereignty may actually be hazardous and “…severely impair the ability of social groups to talk to and
about one another, a basic requirement for peaceful negotiations.” He asks in what ways are Indigenous
peoples accomodating and what paradoxical results come from the Indigenous peoples’ movement push for
self-determination under the legal protections of sovereignty (to be seen and treated as a “nation”, a statedefined body). I believe that rights-based politics involves such complexities and that such complexities
merit attention, especially in comparing how rights-based approaches and justice-based approaches differ
and what distinct achievements can or cannot be met within each. In future work I would like to focus on
some of the conceptual nuances between rights and justice. Neverthless, I am optimistic about rights-based
politics in Ecuador. While there are many contradictions and ongoing colonial predicaments taking place in
ancestral territories resulting from a reliance on rights-based politics, while appealing to their rights, the
Ecuadorian Indigenous movement has called the attention of the global community. In so doing, the
Ecuaorian Indigenous peoples have gained a great deal of negotiating power with the state, as well as on an
international level. Additionally, certain Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities have been
successful demanding that the Ecuadorian state address certain violations of extractive industries in their
ancestral territories. Some cases of the latter are discussed in this dissertation and constitute geographies of
hope.
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contradictions and environmental costs of state-level extractive development—the basis
of the climate change crisis—within Indigenous and Afro-descendant—ancestral
territories. Instead of heeding “poor peoples’ struggle for economies of Living Well (see
Chapter II) in their communal forest territories and restructuring economies ‘from the
ground up’ as a basis for climate change mitigation, Global North and self-described
‘anti-imperialist’ Global South governments—like Ecuador—advocate implementing
plans and projects based in climate change mitigation development and the subsequent
neoliberalization of Nature, e.g. agrofuel and ecological services development. I
maintain: market-based climate change mitigation is a new but enduringly colonial
expression of capitalism that exacerbates violations of human rights and rights of Nature
in rural Fourth World territories.
This dissertation demonstrates that San Lorenzo ancestral communities propose
rights- and identity-based economies that actually confront the underlying political
economic causes of climate change and call attention to the world-eaters’ tendency to
consume the resources of our children. Contrary to the surrounding sea of monoculture
oil palm plantations and the CO2lonial air of contradictory laws and state ecological
services programs, the three Awá, Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorian communities with whom
I collaborate maintain sustainable practices and enhance agricultural diversity in their
territories. I show that these communities have something to teach the world in relation
to, first, controlling our appetites, and second, re-focusing our attention on diverse and
ecologically sound agro-ecosystems. In addition, my research highlights emergent placebased social movements: the Awá, Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorian communities avoid the
gringo people-eaters by creating their own inter-ethnic networks. These practices lead me
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to conclude by highlighting the importance of a climate change mitigation ethics—by
taking seriously the morals called upon in Bolivian President Morales’s ten
commandments of climate change, of which the cornerstone is prioritizing life and
seeking a sort of simplicity in establishing economies of Living Well and respecting the
rights of Nature. Yet, only in allowing Fourth World communities to be selfdeterminative within a framework of Plurinationality will the global community be able
to decolonize and heal from climate change mitigation development.
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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CHAPTER II
CO2lonialism and the ‘Unintended Consquences’ of Commoditizing Climate
Change: Geographies of Hope amid a Sea of Oil Palms in the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador43
“No queremos palmas; solo queremos paz” (We do not want palms; we just want
peace) —La Chiquita collaborator (pers. com. 7 May 2009)

Introduction
In 1997, the canton of San Lorenzo, located in the Northwest Ecuadorian Pacific
Frontier Territory-region and in the province of Esmeraldas, was accessible merely by a
mud and gravel road descending slowly from the Andean city of Ibarra. The road
traversed switchbacks that crossed rivers and waterfalls as it cut through jagged
mountains and dense rainforests. The forests stretched from cloud-enveloped highlands
and extended all the way into the lowland coastal regions.
Today, the Ibarra-San Lorenzo highway is paved with many gravel logging roads
branching outward from it. Migrant settlers, trying to eke out a living along the roadsides,
have cleared hillside forests in higher elevations for cattle ranching and agriculture. Yet,
the most striking change in the landscape is encountered in the lowlands of the canton of
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Variations of this dissertation chapter have been (and will be) published in the following academic and
activist forums in both Spanish and English:
Julianne A. Hazlewood. In Press. “CO2lonialism and the ‘Unintended Consequences’ of Commoditizing
Climate Change: Geographies of Hope amid a Sea of Oil Palms in the Northwest Ecuadorian
Pacific Region.” Yale Journal of Sustainable Forestry 30 (5-6). Publication expected June 2011.
Julianne A. Hazlewood. 2010a. “CO2lonialismo y Geografías de Esperanza en la Frontera Noroccidental
del Ecuador.” EN VOZ ALTA. Publicacíón de Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos.
March-April 2010, No. 10: 48-50.
Julianne A. Hazlewood. 2010b. “Más Allá de la Crisis Económica : CO2lonialismo y Geografías de
Esperanza.” ICONOS-Revista de Ciencias Sociales. No. 36. Naturaleza y los Efectos de Crisis de
Capitalismo Global.
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San Lorenzo: a seemingly endless sea of oil palms swallowing the ancestral territories of
Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous Awá and Chachi peoples.

Figure 2.1. The Chocó Bioregion. This conservation region overlaps the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region.44

These oil palm plantations invade both the natural and cultural worlds of San
Lorenzo in detrimental ways. Within the Afro-ecuadorian village of La Chiquita, the Awá
village of Guadualito, and the Chachi village of La Ceiba, four major effects of oil palm
expansion have been identified: (1) destruction of native forests (Benalcálzar, 2009;
Bernis and Cárdenas, 2007; Cárdenas, 2007) and loss of innumerable endemic and/or
endangered flora and fauna habitats (Koh and Wilcove, 2009; Nuñez, 2004); (2)
contamination of rivers—through improper disposal of agrochemicals and oil palm
processing runoff—and resultant health problems for the people of the communities

44

Photographs by author, except when indicated.
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(Nuñez, 2004); (3) dispossessions of territory and instigation of social conflicts between
the historically peaceful Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian communities (Misión de
Verificación, 2007); and (4) violations of Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian people’s rights
to food security and food sovereignty and to Living Well (GRAIN 2007a; Misión de
Verificación, 2007).
Oil palm plantations have transformed San Lorenzo residents from largely selfsufficient people into ‘castaways’; once able to travel freely through one another’s lands
and across national borders, they are now nearly stranded on dispersed and isolated land
holdings that resemble islands in a growing sea of palms (See Figure 2.1). As the demand
for agrofuel continues to increase (WWF Germany, 2007) because oil palm is four times
more productive than any other oil-producing crop (Rieger, 2006), it is likely that the sea
of palm monoculture will expand further across the world’s tropics, threatening to engulf
the ancestral territories of Indigenous and other marginalized peoples at an accelerated
pace. The Indigenous Environmental Network (IEN, 2007) has coined the term
CO2lonialism to emphasize the colonial nature of agrofuel production and other invasive
‘green’ business ventures encouraged under global climate change mitigation policies.
These policies are often formulated with little to no input from rural Afro-descendant and
Indigenous peoples whose communities and lands are most severely affected by climate
change and its mitigation strategies.
Indigenous peoples’ and environmental organizations claim that agrofuel
development and carbon trading, spurred by the Kyoto Protocol’s (United Nations, 1997)
market-based mechanisms, are “false solutions to climate change” (Global South
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Figure 2.2. The Author Together with Principal Collaborator, Aquilino Erazo. We are on the
perimeter of his 42-hectare farm/forest island surrounded by a 4000+-hectare sea of oil palms
owned by oil palm company, Palpailón S.A. (photo by Daniel Ortega-Pacheco).

Workshop, 2007; IEN, 2007; IPGSCC, 2009; Tebtebba, 2008). Further, they maintain
that Northern industrialized economies (the Annex 1 countries of the Kyoto Protocol) are
transforming a global ecological disaster into a multi-trillion-dollar enterprise (IEN, pers.
com. 21 April 2008; Zarembo, 2007). As Tauli-Corpuz and Tamang (2007, p. 9) write,
global warming as a social and ecological problem has ceased to evoke fears about the
looming threat to human and ecological well being, and has come, instead, to represent
“…a business endeavor which offers opportunities to gain new property rights, assets,
and openings for capital accumulation.”
Examining the case of palm oil production in San Lorenzo, Ecuador, this chapter
joins such critiques. This chapter takes a critical stance toward the international agrofuel
market—which is purchasing the palm oil produced in San Lorenzo—and challenges
global climate change mitigation policy and those seeking to capitalize on ‘green’
markets like those for agrofuels without sufficient knowledge of the socio-ecological
40

effects of their development. Drawing on existing works, this chapter links the landscapes
of injustice and isolation witnessed in San Lorenzo to a persistent colonial air that
permeates North-South relations and that guides present discourses surrounding climate
change and alternative fuel technologies. Instead of recognizing global climate change as
symptom of an inherent defect of capitalism, the Global North continues to exploit both
the Earth and the Global South, enacting new forms of extraction and exploitation that
are specific to time and place, but are enduringly colonial (Pualani Louis, pers.com. 22
April 2009; IPGSCC, 2009).
The relationships between capitalism, colonialism, and climate change explained
in this chapter are drawn from thirteen years of research experience and observations of
oil palm plantation expansion in San Lorenzo canton. In investigating similarly
oppressive relationships in other geographical contexts, scholars have previously focused
on geographies of violence and geographies of terror. This research takes a different
approach by focusing on geographies of hope—the agro-ecological and cultural practices
and inter-ethnic networks that create possibilities of social and environmental justice, and
ultimately, peace in San Lorenzo (Agnew, 2007; Blomley, 2007; Braun, 2005; Harvey,
2000; Hyndman, 2007; Klinkenberg, 2007; Lawson, 2007; Radcliffe, 2007; Sparke,
2007; Wolch, 2007). Geographies of hope encompass what Escobar (2008, p. 17) refers
to as “peace-with-justice” processes. Integral to one another, peace and justice are
potentialities towards which people constantly struggle, but they are difficult—if not
impossible—to attain, as definitions of peace and justice, and their acceptability,
continuously change through time. It is only through involving the material and
ideological lifeworlds of the peoples most heavily affected by climate change—due to
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ancestral ties to their lands—in climate change mitigation policy decisions and through
engaging diverse perspectives and multiple ways of knowing (Wildcat, 2009) that we can
understand the implications of global climate change and its mitigation, facilitate peacewith-justice, and construct “geographies of hope”.
The first section of this chapter examines the current climatic events as symptoms
of a global socio-economic crisis resulting from the metabolic rift of capitalism. The
concept of CO2lonialism and its key role in understanding climate change mitigation
policy are discussed with perspectives on global economic, political, and discursive
drivers of destructive agrofuel development policies that lead to the isolation of San
Lorenzo communities. The second section examines the circumstances accompanying
CO2lonialism in San Lorenzo, namely, how the state support of these expanding oil palm
plantation monocultures has created both environmental predicaments and social
conflicts. These new development markets and their rearranging and damaging effects are
new articulations of colonial strategies. This section demonstrates that the ‘unintended
consequences’45 of commoditizing climate change via agrofuel production is making
everyday living for ancestral communities of the coastal rainforest increasingly difficult.
The third section explicates an alternative interpretation of the phrase ‘unintended
consequences’, whereby oil palms have catalyzed ‘unintended’ or unexpected
consequences of a specific sort: two distinctive geographies of hope constructed by
Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian community members. Encouraged by the rights of all
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Here, the phrase unintended consequences is used in reference to the language that certain economists
and natural scientists use in a subtle effort to shift the responsibility for the negative social and ecological
consequences of climate change mitigation away from those who are responsible for the policy.
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San Lorenzo residents (human and non-human) Sumak Kawsay (Kichwa), Vivir Bien
(Spanish) or to Living Well guaranteed by the new Ecuadorian constitution enacted on
October 7, 2008 (Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008), community residents have
built intra-island geographies of hope. These involve sustaining and enriching
biodiversity and a collaborative network within village agro-ecosystems, and inter-island
geographies of hope, based on the establishment of inter-ethnic networks and conceptual
crossroads between the isolated lands.
I conclude that Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian peoples’ construction of both conceptual
and practical intra-island and inter-island geographies of hope is essential for undermining and
decolonizing current climate change mitigation strategies and providing new material and
ideological approaches to the present socio-ecological predicament in which we find ourselves.
According to Smith (1999), decolonizing these climate change mitigation discourses involves researching, re-creating, and re-presenting the histories of colonized peoples. In other words,
investigating CO2lonial geographies and supporting hopeful geographies—like those of San
Lorenzo community residents—is necessary to demonstrate that the climate crisis is actually an
articulation of the stuctural flaw in capitalism itself. This argument underscores why agrofuel
development and oil palm plantation expansion must be stopped or, at the very least, much more
strictly regulated and monitored in order to secure the rights of Indigenous and Afro-descendant
peoples.

The Climate Crisis and CO2lonialism
The history of colonialism in the Americas began 500 years ago, when
‘undiscovered’ Indigenous peoples’ lands and resources were expropriated, and
Indigenous people were pushed to less productive lands, if not moved to other continents
as slaves or peons. Such displacement provided the labor and raw materials indispensable
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for establishing and sustaining the foundations of industrial capitalism in the Global
North. Today, in hope of continually expanding their capitalist economies while cutting
greenhouse gas emissions, the Northern nations are turning to agrofuels (Global Forest
Coalition and Global Justice Ecology Project, 2007). Yet because the conditions most
suitable for producing a sufficient quantity of agrofuels to meet demand are lacking in
such industrial capitalist countries, alternative fuels are mainly imported (Ibid). This, in
turn, is driving the establishment of large-scale sugarcane and oil palm monoculture
plantations across the tropical South. Now oil palm plantations are rapidly replacing
rainforests throughout Latin America (Bravo, 2007).
La Fundación de Fomento de Exportaciones de Aceite de Palma y Sus Derivados
de Origen Nacional (The Foundation for Promoting National Oil Palm and Its
Derivatives- FEDAPAL, 2009b), the national palm oil exportation organization,
documents that Ecuador presently has the sixth greatest area of oil palm cultivation in the
world and second in South America after Colombia Such internationally funded oil palm
plantations in Latin America have contributed to the usurpation of Afro-descendant and
native peoples’ lands and then labor. This is a phenomenon redolent of the European
colonialism and capitalist expansion witnessed during the ‘Age of Discovery’ (Global
South Workshop, 2007). The most recent embodiment of the interrelations between
colonialism and capitalism, CO2lonialism unfolds in marginalized lands that were
previously outside the market’s reach. In lowland Ecuador, these processes are
instantiated as the encroachment of expanding oil palm plantations on Indigenous and
Afro-descendant peoples’ ancestral territories.
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The Metabolic Rift of Capitalism and Today’s Economic and Climate Crisis
Since the industrial revolution, the Global North’s dependence on fossil fuel use
for various industrial activities (Lohmann et al., 2006) and consequent land cover change
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2007) have resulted in a 35-37%
increase in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere (Canadell et al., 2007; Canadell et al., 2008;
Global Carbon Project, 2008; Gregg et al., 2008; Raupach et al., 2007; Tauli-Corpuz and
Lynge, 2008). Industrialized Northern countries are responsible for 80% of the
greenhouse gases emitted since the industrial revolution, and today, their emissions
account for more than 45% of total global emissions (Carbon Trade Watch, 2005; TauliCorpuz and Lynge, 2008). Increasing temperature, rising sea levels, massive loss of
biodiversity, and more frequent natural disasters are leading to both expected and
unexpected ecological changes, including mass rearrangement and displacement of
human populations. The estimated 200 million people who may become climate change
refugees by 2050 sound the global alarm (Myers, 1995).
Scientific and Indigenous sources are responding as swiftly as possible and they
recognize the severity of global climate change. Foster (2007b, p. 2) claims that we are in
the midst of “the accelerating global ecological crisis”, of which global warming is an
expression—a global warning. The IPGSCC (2009) declared: “Mother Earth is no longer
in a period of climate change, but in climate crisis”. Yet, this is not the first time that we
find ourselves in an environmental crisis due to economic over-exploitation of Nature.
In Capital, Karl Marx (1976, 1981) concluded that both “alienation from the
land” (Novack, 1970) and industrial agriculture are socio-economic processes that are
central to capitalist expansion. He highlighted that such increased pressures on the earth
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via industrial agriculture necessitate “mining the soil” (Santa Barbara, 2007, p. 10). These
ideas are based upon Edward Wakefield’s (1833) theory of systematic colonization and
Justus von Liebig’s (1847) ideas about agricultural systems’ need to sustain their
metabolism by using fertilizers. These increasingly intensive demands on the Earth result
in the ‘irreparable rift’ of the metabolic relation of humans and Nature: the ecosystems
cannot absorb or adequately recycle the noxious byproducts of industrial capitalist
production. Simultaneously, the capacity of the Earth to provide the raw materials to
sustain continued economic production is reduced. This irreparable rift of societies’
metabolic interrelations with land becomes clearer with time as the positive feedback
loop grows larger and revolves faster: more people are pushed out from their lands as
industrial agriculture expands, thus leading to an increase in urban population and greater
demands from an industrial, urban-centered population for industrial agricultural
expansion (Foster, 1999, 2000; Global South Workshop, 2007).
Marx (1972, 1981) demonstrated that, historically, the solution to the
contradiction between increased consumption and decreased availability of natural
resources has been to create new markets and/or to import products from abroad. For
example, England imported Irish soils in the first half of the nineteenth century to
replenish their own depleting supply. Still, Irish soils did not provide enough nutrients to
keep English soils fertile and, rather than alter their model of industrial agriculture,
England began importing bird guano from Peru (Clark and Foster, 2009; Liebig, 1847;
Marx, 1972). Even with the new markets, new sources of labor, and new supplies made
available through capitalist expansion, the raw materials necessary for production—in
this case, English production—would remain finite. The rift in the capitalist system has
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practically necessitated colonial behavior on the part of industrialized nations into the
present day; nonrenewable resources and elements fundamental to human life—soil,
water, and air—are destroyed by this behavior (Clark and Foster, 2009).
Expanding on the notion of capitalism’s metabolic rift, Clark and York (2005)
refer to the inability of the Earth’s atmosphere to process increasing outputs of
greenhouse gases, primarily carbon, as a “biospheric rift” or “carbon rift”. As history has
attested, using market mechanisms—from the production of agrofuels to the trading of
carbon credits—does nothing to solve the underlying problem—the over-exploitation of
finite resources. Still, in an effort to boost the failing economy, we pursue modes of
production by building new ‘green’ markets that will perpetuate the destruction of the
environment, ignore the deeper, fundamental flaw or contradiction in capitalism, and
expand the carbon rift (Global South Workshop, 2007; O’Connor, 1991, 1994). In this
notion, it becomes apparent that the climate crisis is fundamentally tied to an ongoing
crisis of the paradox of capitalist economics (Foster, 1999).
CO2lonizing and Decolonizing Indigenous and Afro-descendant Peoples’ Territories
Recognizing the close tie between colonialism and climate change, Indigenous
and environmental leaders, scholars, and policy-makers point out that the real estate
footprints of agrofuel production plans and other climate change mitigation schemes
based on the United Nations’ Clean Development Mechanisms are threatening the
world’s remaining tropical rainforests (Biofuelwatch et al., 2007c; Global Forest
Coalition and Global Justice Ecology Project, 2007; Grunwald, 2008; Tauli-Corpuz and
Lynge, 2008; Tauli-Corpuz and Tamang, 2007). It is important to note that the colonial
phenomena described here are not limited to international relationship between the North
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and South; historical economic and racial tensions as well as environmental degradation
may also occur within a national border. In San Lorenzo, for example, communities are
under economic pressure to convert rainforests for oil palm production, both to meet the
rising international consumer demand for affordable fuel alternatives, and to realize the
development plans of the Ecuadorian state.
Around the globe, 1,400 distinct Indigenous and traditional ethnic peoples inhabit
remaining tropical forests (Mukhopadhyay, 2009). Still, governmental and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) are making plans for tropical forest lands behind
closed doors without the free, prior, and informed consent of the forest communities
(Forest Peoples Programme, 2008; IEN, 2007; IPGSCC, 2009; Redman, 2008; Rights
and Resources Initiative, 2008; Tauli-Corpuz and Lynge, 2008; Tauli Corpuz and
Tamang, 2007). According to Rising Tide North America (2009, p. 18), three conditions
must be met in order for forest residents to participate in climate change mitigation
policy-making efforts: (1) marginalized communities must be empowered by stemming
trends that reinforce their ‘poverty’; (2) Industrial capitalist countries must refrain from
using the Global South as their “resource colonies” (Ibid); and (3) Northern countries
must pay their “historical and ecological debt” (Espinosa, 2008; IPGSCC, 2009) to
Southern countries. Additionally, industrial capitalist countries must stop colonial
practices to sustain their economy (Lander, 2009), and nations in the Global South must
respect the rights of self-determination of marginalized people—in the case of San
Lorenzo, Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and other rural communities. As Iroquois
(Onandaga) Chief Oren Lyons (2008) states, a resolution to the pending economic and
climate crises means, “Business as usual is over.”
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The Landscape of CO2lonialism in the Northwest Frontier Pacific Territory-region
of Ecuador
San Lorenzo canton and the surrounding Chocó Rainforest offer a good example
of the impacts of climate change and its mitigation. The Indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities in San Lorenzo are vulnerable to climate change and bear the burden of
externally determined climate change mitigation decisions, even though they have little
responsibility for the problem. Development plans and policies have been transforming
contiguous ancestral rainforest territories into scattered ‘islands’ of communal territorial
land holdings surrounded by the vast ‘sea’ of oil palm plantations.
The CO2lonization of Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian territories in San Lorenzo
emerges out of a long-standing regional history of slavery, colonization, and
disfranchisement. Interestingly, ‘African’ oil palm was introduced along with slaves from
Africa to Europe. The plant, whose oil was used to grease industrial machines, was then
brought to the Americas, where African slaves were charged with manning the colonial
palm plantations (Poku, 2002; Rieger, 2006). African water buffalo have also been
recently introduced to South America for the inter-plantation transport of palm fruit. As
the plantations come to dominate the San Lorenzo landscape, it is pushing the
descendants of freed African slaves from the ancestral fishing and agroforestry territories
that they have been maintaining for centuries. This displacement instigates conflicts
between Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian communities.
Creating an Agricultural Frontier: Paving the Way for Oil Palm Plantation
Expansion
The Chocó rainforest houses one of most diverse and fragile ecosystems in the
world (Nuñez, 2004). Afro-ecuadorian people have lived alongside the Chocó’s rivers
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since the early 16th century (León and García, 2006), long before the rainforest was
included as part of the Chocó Bioregion that extends from Panama to Esmeraldas
(Gentry, 1979, 1986) and long before the region was named the Tumbes-ChocoMagdelena Biodiversity Hotspot (Conservation International, 2007; Dinerstein et al.,
1995; Myers, 1988; Sierra et al., 2002).
Afro-ecuadorian people make up 70% of the population of San Lorenzo canton,
Mestizo people 24%; the Indigenous Awá people 4.77%, and the Indigenous Chachi
people constitute the smallest fraction (Torres and Ramon, 2004). All San Lorenzo
communities base their livelihoods on the forests and rivers, and for centuries have lived
from fishing, hunting, and farming impermanent plots for subsistence. They have also
long involved in trade beyond their ethnic and even national borders (West, 1957). Until
recently, the Afro-ecuadorian and the Indigenous people of San Lorenzo moved back and
forth across what is now the Ecuador-Colombia border (DeBoer, 1996; García, 2007;
Medina, 1992; Thurston, 1997; West, 1957).
At the same time, because of the rain forest region’s extremely hot, humid, and
rainy climate and remote location, the Ecuadorian government economically and
politically marginalized the peoples of San Lorenzo until the mid 20th century. In fact, the
Northwest Ecuadorian coast was classified as ‘empty’ land unsuitable for either colonial
settlement or economic development until the 1950s (Arguello, 1995). This age-old
attitude that regards peripheral lands as empty and rural livelihoods as meager and
dispensable (Acosta 2009a; Carrere, 2009; Quintero, 2009) still drives the rapid
expansion of oil palm plantations from Colombia to San Lorenzo.
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Political Economy of Palm Oil and Agrofuel Development in Ecuador
Although the first oil palm plantations in Ecuador were planted in Santo Domingo
de los Colorados in the Pichincha and Quinindé provinces in 1953 (Armendariz, 2002) oil
palm was first implemented in the canton of San Lorenzo in 1998, and has since marched
steadily over the San Lorenzo landscape. FEDAPAL (2008) boasts that Ecuador has
become the sixth largest palm oil producer in the world (after Colombia) and the second
largest producer in the Americas (Armendariz, 2002). In 2002, there were 30 countries
participating in the oil palm market (Amendariz, 2002).
The National Association of African Oil Palm Cultivators (La Asociación
Nacional de Cultivadores de Palma Africana, ANCUPA, 2008b) confirms that Ecuador
has four “bloques palmicultores” (oil palm company blocks)46: el Bloque Occidental, el
Bloque Oriental, el Bloque Guayaquil, and el Bloque San Lorenzo47. Currently the
Northwest Pacific Frontier palm company block of Ecuador, el bloque San Lorenzo, is
expanding most rapidly and has the most hectares (ANCUPA, 2008b).
There are 5278 oil palm producers in Ecuador and 68.6% have over 200 hectares
planted, while 26% of producers have over 1000 hectares (ANCUPA, 2008a). In 2008,
Ecuador 55% of its palm oil production, of which 64% was crude oil that can be
converted to oils for cooking or soaps or agrodiesel. Only 1.1% of palm oil was actually
converted to agrodiesel in Ecuador (FEDAPAL, 2009a).
FEDAPAL (2009a) reports that in 2008 Ecuador sold over 60% of its palm oil to
Peru (21.8%), Venezuela (20.3%) and United Kingdom (19.7%); the rest was sold to
46

“Oil palm blocks” is a term and concept taken from the division of lowlands of Ecuador into petroleum
blocks, the extractive industry upon which Ecuador is the most dependent.
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The first two oil palm blocks mentioned here are in the Amazon and the second two are on the coast.
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Colombia (16.2%), Mexico (12.4%), Chile (4.5%), the United States (2.4%) and Spain
(1.7%). In 2006, United States was buying 20.8% of the Ecuadorian crude oil, and in
2007, they were buying 9.74%. The decrease in U.S. imports of Ecuadorian crude oil can
be explained by the high tariffs for crude palm oil in the United States to protect soy
prices, due to high competition between soy and palm oil.
Today, 26% of vegetable oils are made from palm oil where only 24% is made
from soy; this makes palm oil the most highly produced vegetable oil in the world
(FEDAPAL, 2009b). The area for oil crop production would need to double in order to
replace 10% of the world’s fossil fuel based diesels with vegetable oils. The global price
for palm oil has more than doubled since 2000 (FEDAPAL, 2009b). FEDAPAL (2009b),
therefore, states, “Ecuador needs more cultivatable land for primary materials for
agrodiesel.”
The Ecuadorian price of palm oil is dependent on various market factors: the
international price in Malaysia, the cost of importing soy oil, the price of palm oil in
Colombia, and the volume of exportable oil exceeding domain and demand. In general,
the cost of Ecuadorian palm oil is more than in Malaysia or Indonesia (FEDAPAL,
2009b). Regardless, Ecuador has six palm oil refineries and there are eight oil palm
companies that are dedicated to exporting crude palm oil: La Fabril Cía Ltda., Industrias
Ales S.A., Epacem S.A., Castor Ecuatoriana S.A., Danec S.A., Banxed S.A., Pacific Link
del Ecuador, and Petroro S.A. (Armendariz, 2002). La Fabril Cía Ltda. in Manta, Ecuador
exported agrodiesel to the United States, although shipments have now stopped and La
Fabril has not shipped palm oil since 2006. On November 8, 2005, Earth First America,
located in Tampa imported 267,790 gallons of palm oil-based agrodiesel from La Fabril
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(Business Wire, 2005). In January 2006, Earth First America shipped monthly about 45
million gallons from Ecuador (Webb, 2005). Biodiesel Energy Systems, Inc., a Tampabased marketing company for La Fabril, estimated that between October 2006 and
February 2007, La Fabril exported 15 million gallons to the United States (Jessen, 2007).
They had hoped to increase that to over 100 million gallons in 2007 with La Fabril
expanding its plant’s capacity (Jessen, 2007; Webb, 2005), but this never happened due
to the aforementioned high tariffs.
In 2007, 385,000 metric tons of palm oil was produced in Ecuador with 210,000
metric tons being used in Ecuador and 175,000 metric tons being exported. 22.7% of
palm oil was used for Ecuador’s domestic agrodiesel consumption and 44.9% was
consumed in general in Ecuador (Dominguez, 2008). These statistics show that most
palm oil is presently being directed towards Ecuador’s domestic fuel sector, although
Ecuador exported 11 times more palm oil in 2008 than it did in 1998, and in 1993 there
were no oil palm exports at all. Due to demand for agrofuels, between 2002 and 2007
demand for oil crops tripled (FEDAPAL, 2009b). Yet, when the environmental and social
costs in oil palm-producing areas like Esmeraldas, are accounted for, it becomes clear
that perhaps the Ecuadorian government and oil palm entrepreneurs are simply
rearranging its oil-agrofuels energy matrix and not reducing its carbon balance
(Dominguez, 2008; Ortega-Pacheco and Jiang, 2009)
In the international media the Ecuadorian government totes itself as wanting to
contribute to climate change mitigation while domestically contributing to poverty
reduction (Correa, 2007; Espinosa, 2008; MAE, pers. com. 22 December 2009; MAE,
2008a, 2009). Investigations on agrofuel production have outlined the deleterious
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consequences of replacing tropical forests with monocrop oil palm plantations (African
Biodiversity Network, 2007; Biofuelwatch et al., 2007; Borger, 2008; Carlsen, 2007;
Fargione et al., 2008; Gibbs et al., 2008; Gilbertson et al., 2007; Global Forest Coalition
and Global Justice Ecology Project, 2007; GRAIN, 2007b; Lohmann et al., 2006;
Milieudefensie et al., 2007; Santa Barbara, 2007; Tauli-Corpuz and Tamang, 2007;
Tuinistra, 2008; Wicke et al., 2007; Worldwatch Institute, 2007). This prompts some to
see such climate change mitigation development trends as yet another example of
Northern industrialized countries and multinational companies exporting environmental
costs to the South (African Biodiversity Network, 2007; Lohmann et al., 2006;
Milieudefensie et al., 2007; Tauli-Corpuz and Tamang, 2007). Other research questions
the overall sustainability of importing agrodiesel to the Global North since large
quantities of energy are used in the milling, refining and transport of these agrofuels
(Wicke et al., 2007). Additionally, agrofuels causing increased food prices and
threatening food security around the world is also prompting a great deal of worry
(Bravo, 2007; International Monetary Fund, 2007; Rising Tide North America, 2009), to
the extent that in April 2008, the UN chief called for a review of their agrofuels policy
(Borger, 2008).
Such inquiries into to the sustainability of agrofuels are especially significant in
the most recent agrofuels scenario. U.S. and European-based coalitions have now called
for a ban on agrofuels made from crops grown in high-value conservation lands and that
lead to human rights violations, and the European Union is considering such a ban (HoltGimenez, 2007; Widenoja and Halwell, 2008). Palm oil and other Latin American
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agrofuel exports are in the spotlight of these debates due to high rates of habitat
destruction associated with agrofuel crop cultivation (Kantner, 2008).
For example, Colombia leads South America in palm oil production. Yet, partly
funded by USAID, the expansion of Colombian palm plantations has displaced whole
communities and thousands of people and has claimed hundreds of lives (Ballvé, 2009).
This displacement in Colombia has accentuated the pressure on ancestral territories and
increased urban migration in neighboring Ecuador (Garcia, pers.com. 8 November 2008;
International Verification Mission, 2009). Four Colombian oil palm companies—Los
Andes, Ales Palma, Palasema, and Palpailón S.A. (previously named Acualosa and then
Guaisa) (Misión de Verificación, 2007)—have been leading the Ecuadorian expansion of
oil palm plantations, bringing their politics across the border (Buitrón, 2002; Riofrio et
al., 2009) and violating the existing legislation that forbids foreign ownership of
Ecuadorian property within 10 kilometers of the border (Misión de Verificación, 2007).
Such illegal practices, combined with the reluctance of local officials and state judiciaries
to enforce the communities’ constitutional rights, perpetuate colonial practices that
violate human, environmental, and ancestral rights.
In the late 1990s, palm companies with operations in Colombia began to market
Ecuador’s San Lorenzo canton as “la tierra del sol y lluvia (land of sun and rain)” for
establishing oil palm plantations (Armendariz, 2002, p. 2). Shortly thereafter, a package
of ‘unintended consequences’ of oil palm plantation expansion began to affect the
livelihoods of people in the communal territories of the three San Lorenzo
communities—La Ceiba of the Chachi people, La Chiquita of the Afro-ecuadorian
people, and Guadualito of the Awá people.
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Transforming Residents of Ancestral Rainforest Territories into Island Castaways
Oil palm plantation expansion in San Lorenzo has resulted in four principal social
and ecological problems: (1) destruction of native forests and loss of innumerable
endemic and/or endangered flora and fauna habitats; (2) contamination of rivers—
through improper disposal of agrochemicals and oil palm processing runoff—and
resultant health problems for the people of the communities; (3) dispossessions of
territory and instigation of social conflicts between the historically peaceful Indigenous
and Afro-ecuadorian communities; and (4) violations of Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian
people’s rights to food security and food sovereignty and to Living Well. Each aspect of
the serious consequences that oil palm plantations brought is explained in detail in the
following sections.
Oil palm plantation expansion and deforestation. From 1998 to 2008, the total area of oil
palm plantations in Ecuador nearly tripled: from 72,210 hectares to 207,285 hectares in a
decade (ANCUPA, 2008a). Esmeraldas, commonly known in Ecuador as “la provincia
verde” (the green province), now has the largest area of oil palms among all the provinces
of Ecuador, accounting for 38% of the total area of oil palm plantations in the country in
2005 (ANCUPA, 2008b; Bravo, 2007). In the canton of San Lorenzo alone, the area of
oil palm plantations increased over eighty-one times in ten years (from 276 ha in 1998 to
22,519 ha in 2007) (Cárdenas et al., 2007) (See Figure 2.3).
The number of oil palm companies operating in San Lorenzo has also increased
dramatically: from zero in 1997 to nine in 2008 (See Figure 2.4) (Rodas and Hazlewood,
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Figures 2.3. Land Cover and Land Use Change in 1998-2007 in the Study area. Pink area
indicates location and extent of palm plantations.

2009b). As the oil palm plantations expand, the last remnants of San Lorenzo Chocó
lowland rainforest are disappearing (Bernis and Cárdenas, 2007; Cárdenas, 2007). This
deforestation is linked to less rain, higher temperatures, and increased incidents of
malaria, leishmania, and other tropical diseases in San Lorenzo (Misión de Verificación,
2007).
This trend continues with accelerating speed. Future plans for San Lorenzo
include expansion of the oil palm plantations to as many as 60,000-100,000 hectares
(Buitrón, 2002; Real, 2000; Rodriguez et al., 2007). As the oil palm plantations spread,
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encroaching on communal territories and isolating them from each other, communication
between the territories becomes increasingly difficult.

Figure 2.4. Map of Oil Palm Plantations in San Lorenzo Canton. (Rodas and Hazlewood,
2009b)

Water contamination and detrimental health effects. Research has shown that fungicides,
insecticides, and pesticides used in plantations contaminate water sources and seriously,
as well as affect the health and well being of the local people and the environment
(Nuñez, 1998, 2004). A study conducted by the Ecuadorian Ministry of Public Health
found that instances of people being harmed by agrochemicals tripled between 1999 and
2003 (Aguilar, 2003). Such instances result from the improper disposal of waste from the
Los Andes and Ales Palma palm companies. In November 2008, countless dead fish were
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seen floating on the surface of the La Chiquita River near an Afro-ecuadorian village, La
Chiquita (See Figure 2.5).

Figure 2.5. Dead Fish Float on the Surface of Black and Iridescent Waters. Consequence of Los
Andes Palm Company dumping their wastewater from processing palm oil directly into La
Chiquita River.

This was the third time in a year that toxic wastewater from the palm oil extraction
facilities had contaminated the community’s river, but local people have little choice but
to drink from the river (see Figure 2.6). This violates the human and Ecuadorian
constitutional right to clean water and “to live in healthy environment” (Asamblea
Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008, Article 14).
Although oil palm plantations do provide temporary work that pays U.S. $5-10
per day, they mostly do not provide training, safety equipment, or insurance to those
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Figure 2.6. Children from La Chiquita Get Water Downriver
from Where Picture of Dead Fish was Taken.

handling toxic agrochemicals (Misión de Verificación, 2007). The workers wash the
agrochemical application apparatuses in the rivers, thereby contaminating the waters with
pesticides and herbicides (pers. com. 7 November 2009).
People of La Chiquita and Guadualito report that there is foam on the surface of
the river and that drinking the water causes headaches, stomachaches, and vomiting.
Women who wash their clothes or children who bathe in the river commonly develop
itchy white rashes on their skin or lesions that become open wounds when scratched (See
Figure 2.7). It has been reported that the polluted waters also cause children’s hair to fall
out. One woman in La Chiquita attributed her miscarriage to spending too much time
washing clothes in the river (Misión de Verification, 2007). Analyses of water quality for
La Chiquita and Guadualito Rivers were conducted in response to local complaints.
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Figure 2.7. Child from the Community of La Chiquita with Open Sores on His Legs. This is
consequence of bathing in La Chiquita River. Such sores have only appeared on the people’s skin
since the presence of the Los Andes palm oil processing plant upriver.

Unfortunately, the Ministry of Environment representatives charged with data collection
lost their camera—along with the visual records of river pollution—after becoming
intoxicated. The final Ministerial report concluded that the rivers were cleaner than those
in Ecuador’s capital (pers. com, 21 November 2009).
Today, people in La Chiquita buy large bottles of water for drinking and cooking
when they can afford it. People in Guadualito, on the other hand, do not buy water.
Instead, they are resigned to walk up to one kilometer to collect either polluted water
from the rivers or less polluted water from streams (pers. com. 7 November 2009). The
concentration of agrochemicals in river water—a result of increasing deforestation,
decreasing rains, and the recession of rivers during the long, dry summer months—
exacerbates this grave situation of limited water access.
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Dispossessions of territory and instigation of social conflicts. Territory is a very complex
issue in San Lorenzo, since the system of land holding was imposed from the outside and
was not a part of the residents’ ancestral and traditional custom. Indeed, the disregard for
ancestral systems of land ownership and the conversion of communal territories into
private property witnessed in San Lorenzo has been a cornerstone of colonization in Latin
America and elsewhere for centuries (Juan García, pers. com. 14 March 2009;
International Verification Mission, 2009).
Most Afro-ecuadorians do not have legally recognized communal rights over their
lands. The insecurity of their land tenure, combined with collusion between oil palm
companies and national and local politicians, are cited by all forest communities as
contributing to the dispossession of ancestral lands and limited responsive action on the
part of local politicians. In some cases, local politicians are reported to play a role in
assisting palm companies in the acquisition of forest territories. When palm companies
pressure Afro-ecuadorian communities or individuals to sell their lands, local politicians
are rumored to receive compensation for looking the other way. In one case, the Mayor of
San Lorenzo himself threatened a group of community leaders who had been active in
protecting their communal and constitutional rights by telling them that “he who talks a
lot finds himself three meters under the ground” (pers. com. 21 November 2008). The oil
palm companies have illegally acquired mostly Afro-ecuadorian lands by using the
following tactics: (1) harassing people who refuse to sell their land by damaging or
stealing their crops and killing their livestock (Global South Workshop, 2007; pers. com.
October 23, 2008), or even by burning their houses (Cervantes, 2009); (2) isolating
people by privatizing previously public roads and restricting access to their lands (pers.
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com., 5 November 2008); (3) using hit men to threaten people with violence, and even to
murder people who are reluctant to sell their lands (pers. com. 5 November 2008); (4)
preying on indebted families—typically by armed groups that are rumored to be
paramilitaries and/or Aguilas Negras associated with Colombian drug trafficking and oil
palm companies—and appropriating the borrowers’ lands when they cannot pay back
their debts (pers. com. 5 November 2008); and (5) exacerbating social conflicts between
Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples over ancestral territories (Global South
Workshop, 2007) by encouraging Afro-ecuadorian land traffickers to claim Indigenous
territories.
Tied to the last point, the coercion of Afro-ecuadorian communities by palm
companies often resulted in landless families and internal communal conflicts. In San
Lorenzo, one of the poorest cantons in all of Ecuador (Benalcázar, 2009), landless AfroEcuadorians sometimes work for palm companies as land traffickers after selling their
ancestral lands to the palm companies out of economic desperation. The Afro-ecuadorian
land traffickers then accuse Chachi and Awá peoples of living in their ancestral territories
and physically and verbally threaten the Chachi and Awá peoples to either give up or ‘comanage’ their current lands. As these conflicts are framed as ‘ancestral territory matters,’
state and local authorities, including the Mayor—rumored to be politically and
economically tied to the palm business—claim neutrality and take little, if any, action to
honor legal land titles.
Violation of Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian peoples’ rights to food security and food
sovereignty and to Living Well. The constitutional rights of Ecuadorians, human and
non-human, are threatened in many ways. As a result of the extreme contamination of
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forest waterways, Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous community members can no longer
eat traditional foods like fish or crustaceans. Instead, they must buy food from the city of
San Lorenzo. In 2007, the Ministry of Environment banned the sale of ‘illegal’ lumber in
Esmeraldas due to the diminishing area of forest cover, meaning that all people who used
to sell lumber are now required to have forest management plans, which are expensive
for San Lorenzo community residents. This regulation had two major effects: 1)
convicting ‘the poor’ San Lorenzo community residents by branding them as the
principal culprits of illegal deforestation, while the oil palm plantations continued to clear
large areas of forest; and 2) prohibiting the Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous people in
San Lorenzo from harvesting trees and, consequently, eliminating a source of revenue
that would otherwise cover the costs of food and education. It goes without saying that in
this context where communities are surrounded by oil palm companies destroying the
forest and contaminating the rivers, denying the communities access to the timber
business deprives the place-based communities of both economic income and food
security.
The felling of rainforests and encroachment of oil palms plantations is linked to a
number of interconnected political, economic and environmental factors including
favorable climate, low price of land, lack of control over land trafficking, and poor
enforcement of environmental regulations (Armendariz, 2002). The national and local
governments play a major role in contributing to these conditions through state-level
fiscal aids and subsidies, indifference to violence, and legislation that favors corporations
over citizens (Vélez and Vélez, 2008; Zorilla, 2000).
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The megaproject of agrofuel production (García, pers. com. 8 November 2008)
continues with colonial exploitation and corruption that violate communities’
constitutional rights to food security and food sovereignty and to Living Well (Denvir
and Riofrancos, 2008). What is most worrisome is that these conditions are encouraged
and supported by the Ecuadorian state (Benalcázar, 2009).
Inconsistancies in Ecuadorian Legislation: State Support for Agrofuel Development
and Oil Palm Expansion
A review of oil palm legislation from 1998 to 2008 reveals the Ecuadorian state’s
sponsorship of oil palm expansion and consequent social and environmental disruption. A
closer look at the policies also suggests a contradiction between the social and
environmental costs of oil palm plantation and the rights guaranteed in the Ecuadorian
constitution.
On August 8, 2002, the Ecuadorian President Gustavo Naboa—who has relatives
in oil palm sector and another relative who used to be the Minister of the Environment
during his presidency—passed Executive Decree No. 2691 (República del Ecuador,
2002), in which the status of “unclaimed” lands in the canton of San Lorenzo was
changed from permanent protected forest to zones for sustainable and agricultural
development (Ramos, 2002). This change in land status assisted the transfer and sale of
forests to the oil palm companies, allowing for the “double business” (Bravo, 2007, p. 1)
of selling the wood from rainforest clearing and establishing oil palm plantation (García,
2007). As a result of this legislation, 50,000 hectares of state lands previously meant for
conservation—including 30,000 hectares of tropical forests (Armendariz, 2002; Tuinstra,
2008) and 5,000 hectares of Afro-ecuadorian and 1,000 hectares of Awá ancestral
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territories (Ramos, 2003) —were converted to a new agricultural frontier for “sustainable
agricultural development” (Bravo, 2007, p. 111) (see Figure 2.5).

Figure 2.8. Dr. Blessing J. Karumbidza, an International Agrofuels and Food Sovereignty
Mission Participant from South Africa (Misión de Verificación, 2007). Here he stands atop a pile
of lumber on the edge of an oil palm plantation in San Lorenzo, seemingly distraught about how
the relationships between irresponsible capitalism, logging companies, and monoculture oil palm
plantations destroy people’s livelihoods.

The Executive Decree No. 2961 is evidence of the Ecuadorian state’s (President
Naboa’s) support for oil palm plantations (Buitrón, 2002; García, 2007; Misión de
Verificación, 2007), although the expansion of plantations necessitates a “policy of
dispossession” (Ramos, 2003). Yet, under the Ecuadorian constitution, ancestral
communal territories are indivisible and un-transferable. Citing this legislation as a basis
for a legal action, Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorians, together with environmental
organizations, filed suit with the Constitutional Tribunal. Though the suit was approved,
the unconstitutional decree is yet to be abolished (Buitrón, 2002). This is partly due to the
persuasiveness of market-oriented climate change mitigation discourse that highlight
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‘green’ business opportunities, such as agrofuel development, as viable industries to be
enacted in the Global South.
Ecuador’s Ministry of Mines and Petroleum, for example, suggests Ecuador is
ideal for ethanol and agrodiesel production for its diversity of microclimates, quality of
soils, and availability of labor (elEconomista.es, 2006). The Ecuadorian state and palm
oil companies promote agrofuels as a “sustainable solution” to climate change, claiming
that the plantations produce oxygen, provide employment, and develop the agricultural
sector (Armendariz, 2002; Benalcázar, 2009; Carrere, 2002; Gonzalez, 2007). This claim
contrasts sharply with the ongoing destruction of forests by oil palm plantations. It is said
that agrodiesel reduces greenhouse gases by 41% compared to fossil fuel based diesel,
but this statistic does not take the cost of land conversion into account (Dominguez,
2008). It is estimated that deforestation accounts for 17.4% of global greenhouse gas
emissions and 28% of global carbon dioxide emissions (IPCC, 2007; Tauli-Corpuz and
Lynge, 2008). In other words, replacing native forests with oil palm plantations to
substitute fossil fuels with agrofuels is not an effective climate change mitigation
strategy; this kind of land-use change is known to have an adverse effect on carbon
emissions (Ortega-Pacheco and Jiang, 2009; Rogers, 2009; Santa Barbara, 2007;
Tuinstra, 2008).
Since 2004, a number of legislative acts have been passed by the Ecuadorian
congress encouraging the continued expansion of agrofuel production. With the National
Program for Biofuels (Executive Decree No. 2332, República del Ecuador, 2004) the
government announced plans to mix agrofuels with petroleum-based fuels up to 10% in
Guayaquil and Quito, the principal metropolitan areas of Ecuador. Following the
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inauguration of Rafael Correa in January 2007 (Jull et al., 2007), Ecuador created a
National Biofuels Council. The council consists of the President of Ecuador, five
representatives of Ecuadorian Ministries (Agriculture, Environment, Industry, Electricity
and Energy, and Mines and Oil), two sugar cane producer associations, ANCUPA, fuel
sale and distribution organizations, and PETROECUADOR (Gonzalez, 2007; Executive
Decree No. 146, República del Ecuador, 2007). With the passing of the Promotion of the
Biofuels Law, also in 2007, the government formalized plans outlined in the 2004
National Program for Biofuels, mandating increased domestic use of agrofuels,
diversification of energy sources, and reductions in carbon emissions (Executive Decree
No.28-148, Congreso Nacional de la República del Ecuador, 2007).
In an interesting turn of tables, the Ecuadorian Constitutional Assembly integrated
the concept of Sumak Kawsay, a Kichwa concept meaning Vivir Bien or Living Well, into
the new Ecuadorian Constitution enacted on October 7, 2008. This phrase entitles all
Ecuadorians to their cultural practices and identity-based, mostly self-sufficient
livelihoods based on local ecology and economy (Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador,
2008; LaDuke, 2008; Quintero, 2009;). The 2008 Ecuadorian constitution also grants
rights to Nature as a social actor (Galeano, 2009). Nature’s constitutional right “to have
its existence and the maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure, and
functions and processes of evolution integrally respected…” forms the basis of humans’
right to Living Well, together with and in relation to Nature (Acosta, 2009c, 2009d;
Article 71, Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008; Lander, 2009). Thus, the
Ecuadorian constitution has made a bridge—albeit a fragile one—across the metabolic
rift between economy and Nature. Guaranteeing Sumak Kawsay and supporting
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communities’ ability to build and maintain their own cultural identity based on their
“harmonious relationship” and access to ancestral territories, healthy forests and lands,
clean rivers and water (Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008, article 275) means
securing the rights of Nature as well (Acosta, 2009a, 2009c, 2009d; Acosta and Martínez,
2009; Asamblea Constituyente del Ecuador, 2008; Carrere, 2009; Gudynas 2009a, 2009b,
2009c; Houtart, 2009; Quintero, 2009; Wray, 2009).
The expansion of oil palm plantations violates San Lorenzo communities’
constitutional right to Sumak Kawsay (Vivir Bien, Living Well) and the rights of Nature
and disables the peoples’ ability to retain cultural practices and identity-based, mostly
self-sufficient livelihoods. The new Ecuadorian constitution serves both as a theoretical
safety net and as a glimmer of hope that can inspire place-based resistance to these
violations (Acosta and Martinez, 2009), as many of the community members of San
Lorenzo recognize. As one of the principal Chachi representatives stated, “Sólo podemos
esperar que la Constitución cumpla con todo lo que se ha propuesto (We can only hope
the constitution accomplishes all it has outlined to do)” (pers. com. 1 October 2008).
Regaining and reinforcing Sumak Kawsay requires a decolonization of
development and climate change mitigation discourses linked to what Afro-ecuadorian,
Chachi, and Awá people call “la lucha por defender los derechos de los pobres (the
struggle to defend poor people’s rights)”, “la lucha para la paz (the struggle for peace)”
(pers. com. 10 October 2010). A statement of a San Lorenzo resident, “Todos somos el
Estado (We are all the State)” (pers. com. 7 June 2009), demonstrates the ideal to which
San Lorenzo community members are now adhering. Even in the midst of “esta selva de
injusticia (this jungle of injustice)” (pers. com. 13 October 2009) full of contradictions
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and conflicts, the Chachi, Awá, and Afro-ecuadorian peoples choose to invoke
constitutional ideals as foundations of hope for a brighter future of justice and peace and
employ a number of strategies to counter the detrimental effects of agrofuel production in
San Lorenzo canton.
Geographies of Hope in a Sea of Oil Palms
The Chachi people of La Ceiba, the Awá people of Guadualito, and Afroecuadorian people of La Chiquita construct what I refer to hereafter as “geographies of
hope”. They build intra-island geographies of hope by maintaining agro-ecological and
cultural practices and a collaborative network on their communal lands. They also create
inter-island geographies of hope, or inter-ethnic networks between isolated communities
that help defend their right to sustain their cultural practices and identity-based, mostly
self-sufficient economies against impinging colonial strategies of the state, regional
governments and oil palm plantation owners.
Sustaining Identity-based Livelihoods in the Sea of Oil Palms: Intra-Island
Geographies of Hope
Surrounded by oil palm plantations, the communities of Chachi people of La
Ceiba, Afro-ecuadorian people of La Chiquita, and the Awá people of Guadualito still
generally maintain sustainable practices and enhance agricultural diversity. They thus
practice a paradigm of “relationality” (Pacari 2009, p. 32) or “relational sustainability”
(Langdon, 2002), which expresses the importance of considering the needs and well
being of surrounding human and non-human existence. They also build community life
around mingas—a kind of family-based work trade—in their territorial ‘islands’. These
cultural practices are the material and ideological cornerstones of “intra-island
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geographies of hope”. Escobar (2008, p. 25) calls such communal spaces on the
Colombian Southwest Pacific Coast right on the other side of the Ecuador-Colombia
border “territories of difference” and claims that they can also be understood as
“territories of life”.
Diverse food systems and the last remnants of the coastal rainforests existing
within Indigenous and certain Afro-ecuadorian lands demonstrate that these place-based
communities are able to maintain ecologically sustainable practices for centuries. Such
agro-ecosystems of the place-based communities, developed in culturally specific
relationship to particular conditions of the land and climate, are the very basis of their
identity-based economy and their intra-island geographies of hope.
Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities practice shifting or swidden
agriculture, in which their 1-2 hectare plantain-based plots are called chacras. Because
of heavy precipitation and lack of a real dry season, the people of these communities use
a slash-and-mulch method (Patiño, 1965; Thurston, 1997). Unlike slash-and-burn system
(known along the Pacific Coast of Ecuador and Colombia as chipiado or tapado) in
which vegetation is cut and burned, slash-and-mulch cultivators sow seeds, clear
vegetation, and allow the decomposed vegetation to serve as mulch (or fertilizer) for
germination a week to ten days later (DeBoer, 1996; Thurston, 1997). Some of the
benefits of the slash-and-mulch system include the following ecological benefits: more
nutrients for crops; higher water holding capacity; less evaporation and increased
moisture retention during dry periods; lower soil temperature; reduced water runoff and
erosion; better protection of young seedlings from severe sun or rain; better control of
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fungi, bacteria, weeds, and nematodes; and increase in organic matter and earthworm
populations (Thurston, 1997).
Most Chachi, Awá, and Afro-ecuadorian families have two to three chacras. The
chacras are rotated and usually organized into three-tiers. Each chacra varies, but the top
tier generally includes high-quality wood trees and tall fruit trees. The second tier
includes five to seven varieties of plantains and bananas. With increasing chocolate
prices that have generated hopes of a sweeter reality in the last few years, many families
are planting shade-loving cacao between the plantains or taller fruit trees. The third tier is
comprised of mostly annual crops planted between the trees and plantains. Most families’
agro-ecosystems also include secondary forest, from which timber may be harvested at
times of economic need. According to an Awá collaborator, there are more small animals
in their communal territory than before, as they escape from the palm plantations and
take refuge in the nearby villages (pers. com. 30 June 2007). People generally know
which fruit trees attract small animals of their interest.
The diversity of these agro-ecosystems starkly contrasts with the palm
monocultures that surround them, reflecting a communal philosophy, which was
described by one Awá man as “vivir y dejar vivir (live and let live)” (pers. com. 17
November 2008) (See Figure 2.8). Accordingly, these isolated islands of ecological
diversity represent an ideal place to initiate a counterattack against CO2lonialism. Within
the islands, the people employ cultural practices that build on and enhance the natural
environment. These cultural philosophies and practices form the pillars of intra-island
geographies of hope.
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Figure 2.9. The Chachi Community of La Ceiba has Bountiful Agro-ecologicial
Diversity. This is the basis of food security and sovereignty, and thus, of an intra-island
geography of hope.
These intra-island geographies of hope are realized in family cooperation, mingas
(or rotational community labor), and shared communal aspirations. For instance, when a
family needs to plant corn, neighbors come to help the family to weed the area and sow
seeds. Mingas are the backbone of interdependence and unity of communities.
The Awá people of Guadualito are planning to start an association of minga
participants. This association will maintain the facility of a communal pig farm, which
will allow participants to finance mingas in the future, thus institutionalizing the practice
of community cooperation and sowing the seeds of community self-sufficiency. By
supporting residents’ right to food sovereignty and to realize shared aspirations of Sumak
Kawsay, this initiative serves as the organizational basis of San Lorenzo’s intra-island
geographies of hope.
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Transforming a Sea of Oil Palm into a Frontier for Struggle: Inter-Island
Geographies of Hope
Even when pitted against one another, Afro-ecuadorians, Chachis, and Awá
peoples all recognize the encroaching sea of oil palm plantations and its tides of violence
against Nature and their communities as a common problem. In an interview, Awá
President Olindo Nastacuaz stated:
There should not be separation between los Afros [the Afro-ecuadorians] and the
Indigenous peoples. Better, we should unite so that there is not separation…[we
should] discuss [the problems] together in union if we really want to move the
country forward and respect the people’s rights. Because the truth is … we are
the same and we have the same problem in common (pers. com. 26 May 2009).48

Escobar (2008, p. 11) conjures up the image of traditional fishing nets to express
how ever-changing social relations and networks, or “meshworks”, are an important basis
of defending ethnic territories and life. By casting social nets between their isolated
territories, the Chachi, Awá, and Afro-ecuadorian people keep their lands ideologically
and structurally connected and collectively defend their rights to the ancestral territories,
self-determination, clean water, and food sovereignty, all within constitutional rights to
Sumak Kawsay.
There are a number of cases where the San Lorenzo communities have come
together to demand their “rights to ethnic and colonial difference”, while also building on
commonalities encountered in “epistemic frontier regions” (Escobar, 2008; Mignolo,
2005), conservation-development spaces of “identities in the making”, or “contact zones”
(Pratt, 1992; Sundberg, 2004a, 2004b, 2006). In one case where people were successful

48

Original text: …Yo creo que no debería haber separación entre los Afros y los pueblos Indígenas; sino
más bien deberíamos unir para que no haya esa separación, sino más bien discutamos [los problemas] en
conjunto, en unidad, si realmente queremos sacar adelante al país y hacer respetar los derechos de los
pueblos. Por que la verdad es, entre todo esto somos la misma, y tenemos el mismo problema común.
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in establishing supportive structural networks at a ideological and conceptual crossroads,
the Awá people, including those affected and those in the Imbabura and Carchi
provinces—where they are completely unaffected by oil palm companies and Afroecuadorian land traffickers, came together to march 107 kilometers. They came together
in the name of justice to defend their territory and denounce the corruption of government
officials in the Ministry of Environment. Through this collective movement, they won
reaffirmation of their original territory. In a second case, CONAIE and the Awá
federation (FCAE) collaborated with the Chachis of La Ceiba to write a legal document
to defend Chachi territory in the name of community land rights and “the law”. Then, in a
third case, the Afro-ecuadorians of La Chiquita and the Awá community of Guadualito
filed a joint suit, citing the poor water quality of La Chiquita River as a violation of the
rights of Nature and their right to Sumak Kawsay. This was a landmark case in Ecuador
as well as in the world, because it demanded that corporations compensate communities
for violating the rights of Nature and the people’s right to Sumak Kawsay: Living Well
(pers. com. 21 December 2009). Additionally, in the last four years, an Ecuadorian
intercultural organization La Red Fronteriza de Paz, was built to defend interlinked
communities’ right to establish a “territorio de paz (territory of peace)”, a buffer zone,
and “transcender la frontera (to transcend the Colombian-Ecuador frontier)”, thus
“regionalizando el concepto de paz (regionalizing the concept of peace)” (pers. com. 10
November, 2009). As mentioned at the start of this chapter, one La Chiquita collaborator
struck me with her comment, “No queremos palmas; solo queremos paz (We do not want
palms; we just want peace)” (pers. com. 7 May 2009). These concepts make up the
woven fabric of the nets cast between communities and territories. And these inter-ethnic
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networks have involved local as well as regional, national, and international
collaborations.49
A wild hope was carried to the isolated islands of San Lorenzo by the winds of
social change. Despite the extremely difficult circumstances of agrofuel development and
oil palm plantation expansion that surround their communities, with the new Ecuadorian
constitution, the communities of La Ceiba, La Chiquita, and Guadualito have cultivated
hope and transformed it into inter-island and intra-island collaborative geographies of
hope to re-assert the rights of themselves and Nature. Each community represents a
company of families who, with hope as their basis, stand in common purpose in
opposition to the sea of oil palm plantation’s violent waves of CO2lonialism and
environmental and socio-cultural degradation that surge onto their lands.
Conclusions: Decolonizing Climate Change Mitigation and Gathering Wild Hope
There is a time and place in the ceaseless human endeavor to change the world,
and when alternative visions, no matter how fantastic, provide the grist for
shaping powerful forces for change. I believe we are precisely at such a moment
—Harvey, 2000: 195

Predictions associated with climate change coupled with the structural flaw in
capitalism highlighted by Marx—the irreparable metabolic rift—indicates that we will
face a tsunami of problems in the near future if we do not address the source of the deep
socio-economic and climate crises. Therefore, climate change mitigation can be
understood as a space for decolonization, a frontier of both panic and promise, or a
process in which disaster, despair, and hope all collide. The discussions about such a
multi-aspect crisis themselves create a place where we can dismantle the tight links
49

I discuss these peace-with-justice processes in further detail in Chapter V, which focuses on geographies
of hope.
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between capitalism, colonialism, and climate change—reevaluating capitalism itself and
its potential to destabilize the rights of people and Nature. Because climate change
mitigation discussion is highly political, Indigenous leaders criticize the adoption of
purely scientific or purely economic solutions. Instead, they maintain that measures for
climate change mitigation should be, (1) based on a thorough examination of the
economic, ecological, and cultural causes of the crisis, and (2) built from Indigenous
peoples’ knowledge and practices developed in ancestral Nature-culture nexus (IEN,
2007; IPGSCC, 2009; Tebtebba, 2008; Wildcat, 2009).
Nevertheless, those Indigenous communities—who are heavily affected by
climate change and climate change mitigation and whose resources and labor have built
the foundations of many developed nations—have not been invited to participate in
international economic and environmental decision-making (Mongobay.com, 2009;
Samangun and Langelle, 2007). However muted Indigenous voices may be though, in
many cases they are at least afforded a presence in climate change-related meetings. On
the other hand, while Afro-descendant peoples in the Americas and rural farming
communities throughout the world are also vulnerable to climate change, and affected by
mitigation decisions, they are almost completely excluded. Although this chapter has
only focused on Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous Awá, and Chachi communities, it needs
to be emphasized that communities of mixed ethnicity and all campesino (peasant or
farmer) communities in San Lorenzo are facing similar challenges imposed by current
climate change mitigation strategies. Discussions of viable strategies for climate change
mitigation must include all communities who are affected by and vulnerable to climate
change and its mitigation measures.
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The circumstances in San Lorenzo attest to the precariousness of treating agrofuel
development as a climate change mitigation strategy. Agrofuel development practices can
be viewed both as a colonial strategy and a result of commoditizing climate change. Such
‘green’ business ventures exacerbate inequality between, one, the Global North and
Global South, and two, between those who cause and those who are most affected by
climate change within the Global South. In order to change the track of climate change
mitigation strategies, decolonization is necessary. Climate change brings the opportunity
to learn from past mistakes, evaluate present knowledge, and bring an end to historical
patterns of colonization and injustice.
To save the planet while mitigating colonial-based economic inequalities between
the North and South, we need to take a hard look at capitalism, as Bolivian President Evo
Morales points out. He claims that to resolve this crisis, now is the time for economically
and racially marginalized, plundered communities of the world to demand that the
countries with large ecological footprints pay their ecological debt (ECOSOC, 2008). To
initiate this process, it is imperative to demand Global North countries to substantially cut
their carbon emissions and to stop false climate change solutions like agrofuels
development, which are threatening the last remnants of highly diverse rainforests as well
as place-based residents’ lives.
The circumstances surrounding agrofuel development and oil palm plantation
expansion in the Northwest Ecuadorian Pacific Frontier Territory-region serve as an
example of why such strategies to mitigate climate change must be stopped. The
monoculture agrofuel developments in San Lorenzo choke out more sustainable identitybased livelihoods. The sea of oil palms has to be controlled so that its negative
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‘unintended consequences’ will not flood the Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian islands
territories and infringe upon their communal and ancestral rights.
Ironically, however, this sea of palms has also led to ‘unintended’ emergence of
intra-island and inter-island geographies of hope constructed by Indigenous and Afroecuadorian peoples. These geographies of hope are essential to undermining and
decolonizing the discourses and practices that drive the palm plantation development. An
Afro-ecuadorian elder from La Chiquita (pers. com. 1 October 2009) stated: “La
esperanza es la última cosa que se acaba [….] de allí, la esperanza se acaba cuando uno
se muere (Hope is the last thing that gives out…from there, hope gives out when one
dies).” Despite the destruction of the rainforests, hope remains resilient. With our world
in deep economic and climate crises, those forest people who gather wild hope to
construct the geographies of hope could potentially share their experiences and resulting
wisdom with the global community. Thus, it is essential to secure spaces for such
exchanges and to defend the rights of Nature and the community residents’ rights to
sovereignty, food security, clean water, and self-determination in choosing routes to
Sumak Kawsay in their respective places. By doing so, we can collectively carve out
hopeful paths that can lead us out of the climate change conundrum.
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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CHAPTER III
From an Extractive Economy to an Ecological Services-based Economy in Ecuador:
Taking Steps Towards a “Revolutionary” Post-extractive Development Paradigm?
’Socio Bosque’ [‘Forest Business Partnership] is a very marginal program. It has
a totally wrong vision. It should not be Forest ‘Business Partnership’ Bosque, but
instead Forest ‘Companionship’ to have a relation within the logic of Nature—
not a vision of companies—‘Forest Companionship’, right? This vision I believe
is scarred; the very vision of ‘Forest Business Partnership’ is scarred.50
—Alberto Acosta, pers. com. 22 December 2009
The first thing they do [in conservation and development projects] is buy cars,
and we, the dumbasses, involved in their project, [kneel] at their feet.51
—Community collaborator, pers. com. 1 November 2009
We, the poor, have always maintained the forest.52
—Community collaborator, pers. com. 31 October 2009

Introduction
This chapter investigates two basic questions: 1) What are the complexities and
contradictions that accompany the postcolonial political ecologies of commoditizing and
subsequently ‘neoliberalizing Nature’53 via the implementation of ecological services54

50

Original Text: Socio Bosque es algo [un programa] muy marginal. Tiene una visión totalmente
equivocada lo que debería ser no es ‘Socio’ Bosque, sino ‘Compañero’ Bosque para tener una relación
dentro de la lógica de la Naturaleza—no una visión de empresa—‘Socio Compañero’, no? Esa visión yo
creo que es herrada; la visión misma del Socio Bosque es herrada…
51

Original Text: “La primera cosa que hacen (en programas de conservacion y desarrollo) es comprar
carros, y nosotros, los pendejos, metido en su proyecto, a su pies”
52

Original Text: “Nosotros, los pobres, siempre hemos mantenido los bosques”

53

The definition of “neoliberalism” can be found in the introduction.

54

This definition appeared in the introduction, but I also include it here for convenience of the reader. The
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA, 2010) defines ecosystem or ecological services as “goods
and services that are vital to human health and livelihood, natural assets.” Daily (1997, p. 3) expands on this
definition: “…the conditions and processes through which natural ecosystems, and the species that make
them up, sustain and fulfill human life.” According to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) and
USDA (2009), the 23 distinct ecological services include provisioning services (e.g. food, fiber, fuel, genetic
resources, biochemicals, fresh water, wood), regulating services (e.g. air quality, climate, water, disease,
pest, natural hazard and erosion regulation; supporting services (e.g. nutrient cycles, soil formation, and crop
pollination), and cultural services (e.g. spiritual and religious, aesthetic, educational, cultural heritage, and
other inspirational values, sense of place, recreation, and tourism).
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development projects in communal territories surrounded by oil palm monoculture in the
Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador? 2) How is ecological services
development legislation contradictory to the three pillars of rights-based post-extractive
development—the right to Living Well, the rights of Nature55, and the rights that
accompany the creation of a Plurinational56 state—in the new Ecuadorian constitution?
Specifically, I discuss the contradictions and weave in multiple—and many critical—
perspectives, like those from above, that have accompanied the implementation of the
Ecuadorian government’s recently approved “payment for conservation incentives”
called Socio-Bosque (Forest Partners)57 that also pretends to protect “ecological services”
and to be a climate change mitigation development58 project. The Ministry of
Environment’s propaganda states that it has been developed for the following purposes:
“1) to protect four million hectares of forest59; 2) to protect the ecological services that
these forests offer; 3) to alleviate poverty in rural areas; and, 4) to position the country as
a pioneer at the international level for being the first to take concrete actions to reduce
GHG emissions from avoided deforestation” (carbon sequestration and trading) (MAE,
2008a, 2009).

56

The right to Living Well and the rights of Nature are defined and discussed in both Chapters 1 and 2. The
definition of a Plurinational state, or a framework of Plurinationality is defined in Chapter 1.
57

This analysis is based on research conducted during the period of September 2008, when Socio Bosque
was approved, until January 2010, when my dissertation field work period came to a close.
58

Definition of “climate change mitigation development” can be found in the introduction.

59

In 2009 the Ministry of Environment also kicked off a program for Páramo ecosystems in which the goal
was to include 800,000 hectares of these lands in Socio Bosque. Although this program is under Socio
Bosque it is called Socio Páramo and is not further discussed in this chapter because Páramos, endemic to
the Andes Mountains are located in the high altitudes of Ecuador.
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Background: Context and Evolution of the Socio Bosque Program
In order to answer these questions, it is important to provide a base from which to
weave the argument. First, I discuss the historical socio-ecological context—the
development and conservation complex—of the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territoryregion (Province of Esmeraldas). Second, I explain the evolution and structure of the
Socio-Bosque program within this specific postcolonial political ecological context.
Postcolonial political ecologies of logging, deforestation, and the rise of conservation
incentives in the Esmeraldas Province. San Lorenzo is a multidimensional frontier space
where political ecologies of conservation and development have historically invaded
ancestral territories in colonial ways: 1) a political frontier, as it is on the EcuadorColombia border; 2) an agricultural frontier for oil palm plantation expansion; 3) a
“civilization”/Nature frontier (Redclift, 2006); 4) an economic and market frontier; and
5), an epistemic frontier region (Escobar, 2008; Mignolo, 2005), where geographies of
terror (Oslender, 2008) and emergent geographies of hope collide.
Although long involved in trade beyond their own permeable borders of the territories
(West, 1957), the Afro-descendant and Indigenous peoples of the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador were economically, politically, and geographically
isolated until 1960s. In 1958, the construction of the Ibarra-San Lorenzo railway and the
highways was completed (Juncosa, 1988) (See Figure 3.1), but the highways did not
Northwestern Esmeraldas.60

60

As an example of the difficulty of economic mobility in the region, Altropico (2000) reports that when the
Chachis of La Ceiba first migrated from Cayapas River and settled in the Palabí River—close to where they
now are located on the Tululbí River—in early 1930’s (Hazlewood, 2004), they sold pineapples, manioc,
rice, corn, sweet potatoes, and rascadera (Xanthasoma ssp.) so to buy gas for their lamps, salt, and matches
(and other necessities) in Limones. This was a two-day trip downriver and a three-day trip upriver by canoe.
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Figure 3.1. The San Lorenzo-Ibarra Railway Coming into the Town Center of San Lorenzo,
1958. Photo taken by San Lorenzo collaborator.

The Instituto Ecuatoriano de Reforma Agraria y Colonización (IERAC)—now
Instituto Nacional y Desarrollo Agrario (INDA, National Institute of Agricultural
Development)—promoted the Agrarian Reform and Colonization Law in 1964 in the
name of “developing” or “modernizing” the “empty lands” of the Pacific forests by
dividing up lands into private property and expanding the agricultural frontier for the
export sector. According to this law the colonists were required to clear 50% of the forest
in order to claim the land. Outside settlement and highway and road construction greatly
accelerated and accentuated forest destruction (Dodson and Gentry, 1991; Ecociencia et
al., 1996; Sierra, 1996, 1999). Treated as invisible, Indigenous and Afro-descendant
territories, communities, and “prácticas culturales de la vida” (cultural practices of life)”

They continued to sell products in Limones until the railroad was finished in 1959. Elder members of La
Ceiba report that once the train began running, residents began to travel to San Lorenzo (taking first a oneday canoe trip to La Boca and then a half-hour train ride to their destination). Then, since the early 1970’s
La Ceiba inhabitants have traveled three hours by canoe to Ricaurte and taken a truck into San Lorenzo. It is
only since 1997 that people from La Ceiba have begun to walk out to the San Lorenzo-Ibarra Highway to get
transportation.
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(Escobar, 2008) and “lifeworlds” (Buttimer, 1976), were invaded upon and surrounded.
Yet, the most drastic environmental and social transformations were still to come.
Within less than ten years after the completion of the railroad that connected
Ibarra and San Lorenzo, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) funded a research
Project in the Province of Esmeraldas called “Proyecto Estudio de Preinversión para el
Desarrollo Forestal del Noroccidente (DEFORNO)” (1965-1969). They calculated that
the lowland tropical rainforests of Esmeraldas extended 1.5 million hectares. Based on
this information, the Ecuadorian state passed “La Ley de Concesiones Forestales (the
Law of Forest Concessions, No. 1211)” on October 5, 1966, when they began to divide
the forest into concessions. By 1968, the lowland tropical rainforests of Esmeraldas were
divided into 14 different forest concessions covering 580,000 hectares. These concessions
were basically handed over to eight different logging companies that have stayed in the
same Ecuadorian families, but changed names innumerable times over the last decades:
Plywood Ecuatoriana, CODESA, FORESA, Chapas y Maderas, CREART, EDINCA,
Madera Robalino, y Industría Forestal Cayapas (Schenck, 2007).
With rapid depletion of the forest, the Ecudorian government tried to slow
logging in the region. In 1981, they passed the “La Ley de Conservación de los Bosques
Nacionales, Áreas Naturales y de Vida Silvestre (The Law of Conservation of the
National Forests, Natural Areas, and Wildlife)”. This law intented to halt the practices
that had taken place in the forest concessions and introduce new forest management
norms. These concessions failed for lack of infrastructure to manage them, but mostly
due to the clear cutting practices of the logging companies (Schenck, 2007).
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Sierra and Stallings (1998) estimated that the deforestation rate in the period
1983–1993 was 1.9%, the highest for any region in Ecuador. By 1996, approximately
75% of the lowland and foothill rainforest of western Ecuador had been cleared
(Sierra,1999). It is not clear what percentage of this was for export. In 2003, there were
270,000 hectares or 1.8% -1.9% (Dinerstein et al.,1995; Sierra et al., 2002) of the forest
remained in the Province, most of the area which was in the Cotacachi-Cayapas
Ecological Reserve (205,000 has.) and the Awá peoples’ territory (110,000 has.) The
lowlands of Esmeraldas have still been promoted as a provider of domestic timber in the
last decades. According to McIlvaine-Newsad (2000, p. 92), up til the turn of the
millennium, “approximately 80% of Ecuador’s domestic timber is extracted from the
lowland communities surrounding the Reserva Ecologica Cotacachi-Cayapas.”
Especially due to rapid landcover change in Esmeraldas and the Northwest
Frontier Pacific Territory-region, Ecuador’s Chocó rainforest Ecuador is pinpointed as
one of the two most important places for biodiversity and as a conservation priority in
this rapidly changing and highly diverse country. The Esmeraldas province, nicknamed
“la provincia verde”, or “the green province” is home to over 341 endemic species,
which represent 45.8 % of the Ecuadorian coast’s endemic species (Valencia et al.,
2000). Currently, this diversity is at great risk due to the massive extinction of plant
species resulting from deforestation and other human activities (Dodson and Gentry,
1991; Josse et al., 2001).
Attentive to large scale logging since the late 1980s, conservation organizations
joined development enterprises in imposing their discourses and practices on the
ancestral territory-region. The Ecuadorian Chocó was first designated as one of the top
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ten biodiversity “hotspots” 61 by Norman Myers (1988). Since Conservation International
adopted the concept of biodiversity hotspots as their “institutional blueprint” in 1989, the
World Wildlife Foundation and the World Bank have also deemed this area to be a
biodiversity priority and an official biodiversity hotspot (Conservation International,
2007; Dinerstein et al., 1995; Sierra et al,. 2002). These lands are now known by these
and many other conservationists as “El Chocó Biográfico” or the “Chocó Bioregion”
(Gentry, 1979, 1986), included in the larger Chocó-Manabi Ecological Corridor. The
latter includes 73% of the area that Conservation International and World Wildlife Fund
have named the “Tumbes-Chocó-Magdelena Hotspot”. The Tumbes-Chocó-Magdelena
Hotspot stretches down from Panama and along the coasts of Colombia and Ecuador into
Peru (Conservation International, 2007).
With such a great diversity of ‘natural resources’ located in a region still difficult
to access and with little infrastructure, and thus partially outside of the reach of state
control, it may not be surprising that various groups (what the ‘sustainable development’
interests like to call ‘stakeholders’) compete for the remaining resources. Thus, these
areas have also been pinpointed as centers of violence (Conservation International, 2007).
As roads have expanded across the canton since the early 1990s, both Afro-ecuadorian
and Indigenous communities have felt powerful pressures pushing them to integrate into
the market as consumers, and with little money-generating alternatives, they have joined

61

A hotspot is defined by Sierra (2001) as the “…areas with high and unique biodiversity but where
environmental degradation is occurring at a fast pace” (Myers, 1988, 1990; Dodson and Gentry,1991). They
are an area of land that both has more than .5% of the world’s total species of vascular plants and has lost
over 70% of its original habitat (Conservation International, 2007).
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in the deforestation and extractive development by carving wood planks from fallen trees
with chainsaws and selling it to middle men (Hazlewood, 2004) (see Figure 3.2).62

Figure 3.2. The Chachis of La Ceiba Selling the Wood Planks that they Cut with Chainsaws. The
Chachi, Awá and Afro-ecuadorians use a piece of string dipped in burnt oil to draw straight lines
on de-barked fallen trees; they then carve wood planks and larger posts with their chainsaws to
sell to middlemen.

More recently, however, the Afro-ecuadorians have had to confront everincreasing pressures to leave their lands through the expanding market and agricultural
frontiers of oil palm that are replacing the region’s forests. Meanwhile, conservation
NGOs are constantly trying to convince the Indigenous communities to join
conservation-based projects inside their own territories because the largest tracts and the
last remaining coastal secondary and primary lowland forests are located there.
62

My field notes from traveling and talking to Chachi people on River Cayapas, where I lived over a year
(between 1999 and 2004), report my observations: “Cutting wood is a protest until people find a viable way
to make money and have access to education”. One researcher who accompanied me on this trip and who
has been conducting his investigations on Cayapas River for the last 3 years told me about the wood and oil
palm mafias. These involve middle men who hire sicarios (hit men) to threaten people for the wood they
agreed to sell when they were given loans for this wood ahead of time (pers. com. 16 November 2009).
When asked, a local Afro-ecuadorian collaborator confirmed (pers. com. 16 December 2009)

87

Many Afro-ecuadorians, centuries-long Esmeraldas residents, refer to “El Chocó
Biográfico” (the Chocó Bioregion) as La Gran Carmarca Territorial del Norte de
Esmeraldas (The big Northwestern Esmeraldas Carmarca), a “territorio de vida
(territory of life)”, a “Territorio-región pluri-etníca (pluri-ethnic Territory-region)”
(García, 2007; Varias Organizaciones del Territorio-región del Pacífico, 2010;
Academics Who Work in Pacific, 2010; Rosental, 2010). More recently, both Indigenous
and Afro-descendants, who have long recognized these forests that stretch across the
Colombian-Ecuadorian border as an “ancestral Territory-region” are working for its
rebirth, despite the surrounding geographies of violence. Moreover, they recognize El
Chocó Biográfico as a conservation proposal and as an imposition by those who do not
live there and who do not have in mind the well being of either the forest or its residents
(García, 2007).
Afro-ecuadorians and Indigenous peoples, therefore, live in a place where
conservation and economic development institutions (such as oil palm companies) battle
for control of the residents’ ancestral territories. Today these forest communities are not
just being asked to solve the world’s problems by allowing for climate change mitigation
development projects like growing oil palms for agrofuel production, but at the same time
they are being asked to contribute to conservation by putting land aside as conservation
areas and receiving “incentives” to do so, such as in the Socio Bosque program. In
signing these contracts they give up future rights to autonomously manage their territorial
resources without economic consequence, in the interests of “protecting ‘ecological
services’”, an obviously foreign concept to Indigenous and Afro-descendant people.
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The most problematic aspects of the Socio Bosque contracts are actually outlined
in the Ecuadorian Constitution. Just as the Ecuadorian Constitution outlines the three
legislative pillars of the right to Living Well, the rights of Nature, and the rights of selfdetermination (and equal representation in governmental bodies and decision-making),
Acción Ecológica63 (2009, 2010), an Ecuadorian NGO, discusses the interrelations
between new laws about the regulation of ecological services. Acción Ecológica argues
that these interrelations undermine, first and foremost, collective rights to food
sovereignty. They show how Articles 74 and 313 and 316 contradict these rights. Article
74, in Title II, Chapter 7, entitled “Rights of Nature” states:
The people, communities, peoples and nationalities will have the right to benefit
from the environment and the natural riches that will allow them Good Living
[Living Well]. The environmental services will not be susceptible to
appropriation; their production, lending or borrowing, use, and development will
be regulated by the state.64
—(Asamblea Consituyente del Ecuador 2008, 31)

Articles 313 and 316, in Title VI, Chapter 5, entitled “Strategic sectors, Services,
and Public Companies”, speaks to who governs the responsibilities of these strategic
sectors. Article 313 states:
The State reserves the rights to administer, regulate, control, and manage the
strategic sectors, conforming to the principles of environmental sustainability,
precaution, prevention, and efficiency. 65
—(Assamblea Consituyente del Ecuador 2008, 94)

63

Acción Ecológica was shut down temporarily by the Ecuadorian government in 2009 due to an
“improper” license, but they are functioning again (Redacción Sociedad, 2009).
64

Las personas, comunidades, pueblos y nacionalidades tendrán derecho a beneficiarse del ambiente y de las
riquezas naturales que les permitan el Buen Vivir. Los servicios ambientales no serán susceptibles de
apropiación; su producción, prestación, uso y aprovechamiento serán regulados por el Estado.
65

Original Text: “El Estado se reserva el derecho de administrar, regular, controlar y
gestionar los sectores estratégicos, de conformidad con los principios de sostenibilidad ambiental,
precaución, prevención y eficiencia.”
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While Article 316 states that the state, in the cases of strategic sectors, can
delegate responsibilities to mixed state and private companies as special or “exceptional”
circumstances and the law dictate:
The state could delegate participation in strategic sectors and public
services to mixed firms in which it has the majority of stocks. The delegation will
be subject to national interest and to respect guidelines and deadlines stipulated by
the law for each strategic sector. In the cases that the law establishes, the state
will, in an exceptional form, delegate to private enterprises and to the popular
economy of solidarity the exercise of such activities.66
—(emphasis added, Assamblea Consituyente del Ecuador 2008, p. 95)

This means to say that the communities cannot economically benefit from
ecological services because they are not the owners of these services and the state can
intervene where it sees fit because ecological services (and mining of all sorts of minerals
and petroleum) is a state “strategic sector”. Then what is the purpose of Socio Bosque
exactly? Socio Bosque, you see, is worded very carefully; it is a program for
“conservation incentives” not “payments for ecological services”.
Executive Decree 1780, “el Codigo Ambiental, la Ley de Seguridad Pública” (the
Law of Public Security of the Environmental Code, 2009), sheds a bit more light on that
response. It was formulated from Article 74 of the Ecuadorian constitution and assures
that “the government is securing control of the areas with strategic resources, with the
highest biodiversity, guaranteeing the trade of environmental services and the local

66

Original Text: El Estado podrá delegar la participación en los sectores estratégicos y servicios públicos a
empresas mixtas en las cuales tenga mayoría accionaria. La delegación se sujetará al interés nacional y
respetará los plazos y límites fijados en la ley para cada sector estratégico. El Estado podrá, de forma
excepcional, delegar a la iniciativa privada y a la economía popular y solidaria, el ejercicio de estas
actividades, en los casos que establezca la ley.
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populations that could oppose their plans”67. Articles 42 and 43 of la Ley de Seguridad
Pública (the Law of Public Security, 2009) determines that the “strategic resources” that
the constitution laid out—biodiversity, genetic patrimony, water, and geographical spaces
that contain services and activities and public and private companies—are under the
discretion of the Minister of Defense. Should these strategic sectors be in
“circumstancias inseguras (insecure circumstances)” he/she “disponderá a las fuerzas
armadas la protección de las instaliciones e infrastructura (will dispose the protection of
the installations and infrastructure to the armed forces)”. The Articles of the Law of
Public Security then go onto say that “Los gobiernos autonomos decentralizados
acatarán las disposciones de esta normativa independientemente de su autonomía
administrativa (The decentralized autonomous governments [namely, municipalities and
Indigenous nations] will follow this norm independently of their administrative
autonomy)”. Basically, these statements together say that if an Indigenous Nation has
ecological services being developed in their collective territory, they give up their
autonomy over their territories, because ecological services are a strategic resource; their
territories thus run the risk of being militarized (Acción Ecológica, 2010). The question
then becomes one of the interrelations between environmental services and implementing
neoliberal agendas in the name of national security.
My interpretation, which I discuss later on in this chapter, is that with Socio
Bosque the communities have been assigned to do the dirty work of the conservation on
the ground. They sacrifice the use of flora and fauna of these conservation areas while the
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Original Text “El gobierno está asegurando el control de las areas con recursos estratégicos, con mayor
biodiversidad, guarantizar el comercio de servicios ambientales y neutralizar a las poblaciones locales que
puedan oponerse a sus planes.”
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government acts as the ecological services broker and negotiates their sale. Max Lascano,
director of Socio Bosque, was cited as saying that the Socio Bosque program itself seeks
to commercialize ecological services like water, biodiversity, and carbon (Acción
Ecológica, 2010; Lascano, 2010). Putting Socio Bosque back into the context of an area
where the government has strongly supported oil palm expansion and agrofuel
development, the Ecuadorian state and associated NGOs are using both development and
conservation programs to control, surround, and infiltrate Indigenous and Afroecuadorian ancestral territories. Through conservation incentives and simultaneous
planned ecological services development, an articulation of climate change mitigation
development, the Ecuadorian and private NGOs are expanding neoliberal understandings
of forest and natural resource management and governance into ancestral communities’
and peoples’ territories. Payments for conservation incentives markets expand the natural
resource base for ecological service markets in political, agricultural, civilization/Nature,
economic, and epistemic frontier territories—territories that markets have historically
encountered serious difficulties in incorporating.
This historical postcolonial political ecology emphasizing timber cleared the
ground for the development in San Lorenzo of massive oil palm plantations. This
historical model of extractive development, which involves the colonization of “empty
lands” and destruction of Nature as a basis, has shaped the paradigms and practices that
continue to drive extractive economies and the agricultural frontier in Ecuador (Acosta,
2009b, 2009c, 2009d; Carrere, 2009; Gudynas, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c; Quintero, 2009)
and in Esmeraldas today. Since the completion of the San Lorenzo-Ibarra railway in
1958, state supported extractive development programs have included logging, mining,
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and shrimp farming, oil palms, and most recently, conservation and ‘sustainable
development’ projects.
If the intention of Chapter II was to set the postcolonial political ecological
context—the expanding oil palm landscape of San Lorenzo—for the rest of the
dissertation, then it is important to highlight that the analysis of Socio Bosque is placed
within—and cannot be analyzed outside of—this extractive climate change mitigation
development context68. If the canton of San Lorenzo, situated along the ColombianEcuadorian border and within the province of Esmeraldas, can be envisaged as a sea of
oil palms, then the Indigenous and Afro-descendant territories can be understood as
territory-islands surrounded and isolated by the encroaching sea of palms and other statelevel and extractive programs69 (such as mining, oil development, shrimp farming, and
conservation and ecological services development). The transformations discussed in
Chapter II have taken hold due to such extractive developmental programs and, more
recently, due to the colonial discourse and practices that surround climate change
mitigation development. Developing a conservation incentive program in this context,
where Fourth World People’s territories are already surrounded and infiltrated by social
and ecological violence is where the main problem and colonial aspect of Socio Bosque
lies. How can these already politically stranded and economically marginalized people be
asked to conserve their forests and “protect ecological services” in such a context?
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Oil palm and other monocultures, though agricultural projects, can also be considered to be extraction
because of the way that monocultures biologically mine the nutrients and interrupt the structures of the soil
(Shiva, 1993).
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I maintain that Socio Bosque programs that ask people to protect the forests, but
have in mind ecological services development, are a form of neoliberalization of climate
change mitigation strategies that takes place in the back eddies of extractive development
in San Lorenzo. Such programs seek to exploit the poverty and situations of insecurity
that extractive development programs leave in their wake. Imagine this: You spend your
whole life surrounded in the forest, fishing, hunting, and trying to control and cut back
“el monte” (the jungle, the weeds) in certain areas to plant domesticated crops in order for
you and your family and community to survive. Meanwhile your communal territory is
surrounded and polluted by plantations that replaced the forests that used to connect your
territory to everyone else’s and the violence associated with other extractive industries in
the region, but you go on with the cultural practices that you have always practiced on
your lands, in your forests. One day you find out the whole world is in conflict because
they have destroyed the majority of the world’s forests and they now are worried about
the finiteness of what remains. The whole world is fighting for what you have, and
somehow you are still considered poor and in need of development. You realize that the
latter is true in a certain sense because you now have more needs because you have to
buy fish and water because the rivers are polluted by the surrounding industries. Then, all
of a sudden, you read that the government wants you to be paid to go on doing what you
are doing—protecting the forests—so you won’t be tempted by extractive industries
knocking on your door. Hmmm…something fishy is going on here…
The evolution and structure of Socio Bosque. The habitat devastated by logging
extractive development projects between the 1970s and late 1990s is enormous, as is the
extent to which the human residents of the Northwest Frontier region of Ecuador will
94

experience the residual environmental, political-economic, and cultural effects of
deforestation. Worst of all, however, might be that areas are being deforested and rapidly
planted with oil palm trees. Conservation organizations who have laid claim to the areas
of the Tumbes-Chocó-Magdelena Hotspot as their conservation territory—the parts that
have not been destroyed by oil palm development—are getting nervous. It is critical to
note here, and central to the argument, that the parts of the forests not destroyed by
logging and oil palm expansion are located now in ancestral Afro-descendant and
Indigenous territories, communal territories under special protection by collective rights
in the Ecuadorian constitution since the 1990s (see landcover maps in Chapter II, Figure
2.3; Acción Ecológica, 2010). Socio Bosque is an Ecuadorian state-level conservation
program that responds to the conservation organizations’ agendas based on the
relationships between poverty, development, forest conservation, carbon emissions, and
climate change mitigation. Again, the goals are four-fold: protecting forests, ecological
services, alleviating poverty, and “positioning the country as a pioneer at the international
level for being the first to take concrete actions to reduce GHG emissions from avoided
deforestation (carbon sequestration and trading).
On the ground and according to the communities in Esmeraldas though, Socio
Bosque is merely a state-level “payment for conservation” program based on the
“success” of “Gran Reserva Chachi”. The latter program was the first of “conservation
concessions”, “economic incentives conservation programs”, or “payment for ecological
services” (PES) program implemented in Ecuador. An idea created by Richard Rice of
Conservation International, it was implemented in 2004 as a pilot project; it has been
rapidly adapted as a conservation model for the Global South tropical rainforests (Ferraro
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and Kiss 2002; Hardner and Rice 2002; Niesten and Rice 2004; Scherr et al., 2004), This
experimental “conservation concession” project was located in the buffer zones
surrounding the Cotacachi-Cayapas National Reserve, the largest tract of state-owned
primary forests in the Eloy Alfaro canton, that canton which is located adjacent and south
the canton of San Lorenzo. Assigning economic value to forests via conservation
incentives was the beginning of the division of ecosystems into twenty-two distinct
ecological services, each with assigned economic value. In other words, this was the first
step towards neoliberalization of Nature as a conservation-development solution.
The Gran Reserva Chachi was promoted as “a partnership” between Chachis,
GTZ (German governmental organization dedicated to sustainable development),
Conservation International, and EcoCiencia. The idea was to pay the people of the
communities located along Cayapas River and its tributaries, in the buffer zones of the
Cotacachi-Cayapas Reserve, $5 per hectare for strict conservation of the areas inside the
newly created The Big Chachi Reserve (La Gran Reserva Chachi) was made up of the
territories of three Chachi centers (made up of various communities): Corriente Grande,
El Encanto, and Capulí.
A Conservation International article written by Ben Joliffe (2006) spoke of the
various ways this conservation incentives pilot program was successful in shaping
“environmental subjects” (Agrawal, 2005). The article starts,
A few meters inside the boundary of the Gran Reserva Chachi in the Northern
Ecuador’s province of Esmeraldas in the Tumbes-Chocó-Magdelena Hotspot,
there lies a finished canoe. What might not be obvious to the casual observer is
that this canoe has been here for almost a year and is not likely to go anywhere
anytime soon….

The article goes onto describe that in 2005 a group of young men from “local”
Chachi communities, who were training to be forest rangers, were on their first circuit
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around their protected area inside of Gran Reserva Chachi. It reported that these rangersin-training found four men “….hard at work with a chainsaw on a trunk of a vulnerable
guadaripo tree (Nectandra guaparipo), building a canoe. The rangers immediately took
action.” Xavier Cisneros, an Ecociencia biologist is then quoted as saying:
I was amazed at the ranger’s decisiveness…They explained (to the four men) that
they were inside a protected area, which had been created by the communities
who live within it [not mentioning that the men also lived within these
communities], that using guadaripo was not allowed, and that there would be
penalties if they continued to do so.

The Conservation International success story culminates by describing how the
rangers put holes in the bottom of the canoe and left it to rot. It can still be found there
today, the communities report (Chachi community members from several communities
on Cayapas River, pers. com. 17 November 2010). The article states that the canoe with
holes is “a potent symbol of the new, more sustainable path the local communities are
trying to take”. Cisneros is cited as saying this:
You could hardly say it more clearly: A canoe made out of a threatened species
just won’t get you there…It’s got holes in it. You might not see them at first but
you’ll sink in the end.

I found this article to be quite troubling. Despite the obvious evidence of the
political ecological context of large scale logging and expanding oil palm plantations that
have floored tens of thousands of hectares of primary and secondary forests in the
province of Esmeraldas, conservation organization’s discourse, such as this one, highlight
a few Chachi community members trying to build a canoe—a vessel of transportation and
for attainment of sustenance—as representative of the culprits responsible for the
disappearance of ‘endangered’ trees. There seems to be little worry of how their rhetoric
and practices endanger Chachi ancestral practices of life. This perspective is
characteristic of the ‘blaming poverty’ approach to rainforest conservation that ignores,
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for example, how cutting a tree could in the end save trees when communities can
continue cultural practices that allow them to be more self-sufficient; the lack of access to
better environmental education and need for NGO intervention and ‘training’ is the basis
of such “environmentality” (Agrawal, 2005). Both assigning a market value to nature and
teaching forest communities about how to value the forest in these neoliberal ways is
fundamental to establishing conservation concessions/incentives.
The conclusions of this Conservation International article quoted their Executive
Director as saying: “Successful implementation here will help pilot a model for
collaboration that could be valuable around the world.”70 Socio Bosque, an Ecuadorian
Ministry of Environment program that began in September 2008, is a take off from such a
“successful” model. Although Socio Bosque is a national program, affiliate NGOs,
including Conservation International, Fundación Ceiba, Altrópico, Bosques Tropicales,
and Fundación Natura, have a definite role in its implementation and monitoring (Socio
Bosque Director in the Ecuadorian Ministry of the Environment, pers.com. 13 December
2009). In the 2008 “pilot phase” —which turned out to be a period of twenty years, much
to the communities’ surprise, when they went to sign the contracts that they previously
had thought were going to last just one year—only individuals and communities from the
provinces of Esmeraldas and Morona Santiago (Amazon region) could participate. The
individuals and communities from the rest of the provinces could sign up in 2009.
Peasants or Indigenous people would be paid on a sliding scale between 50 cents and 30
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Based on the claim to how this model had been successful as indicated by these stories and the title of the
article “Tackling Conservation with the Chachi”, in November 2009, I decided to go ask some of the
participant Chachi communities about how successful they thought that the Big Chachi Reserve was.
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dollars/hectare (see Figure 3.3.), meant to create equality between the Indigenous people
with large territories and independent peasants.

Tabla de Valores de Socio Bosque por Hectáreas (Table of Socio Bosque Values per Hectares)

Rangos has
1 hasta 50 (1 to 50)
51 hasta 100 (51 to 100)
101 hasta 500 (101 to 500)
501 hasta 5000 (501 to 5000)
5001 hasta 10000 (5001 to 10000)
mayor 10000 ( greater than10000)

Superficie has (Area)
50
50
400
4500
5000
100001

Valor $
(Value)
30
20
10
5
2
0.5

Total $
1500
2500
6500
29000
39000

Figure 3.3. Socio Bosque Table of Value Conservation Incentive per Hectare (MAE, 2008b).
One question that could be extracted from examining the relation between hectares and price per
hectare is, Who would want to receive, for example, $5 per hectare for putting 501 hectares into
Socio Bosque, when one could receive $10/hectare for putting 500 hectares into the program?

When I interviewed a member of the Socio Bosque directive on December 13, 2009, he
told that Socio Bosque had 240 agreements with individuals and communities in 17
communities at that point in time. Many Chachi centers (made up of a cluster of
communities) on Cayapas River are “socios” (business partners) of Socio Bosque. The
Afro-descendant Center of Playa de Oro on Santiago River inscribed 10,000 hectares at
$.50/hectare. These centers communities are all located in Eloy Alfaro canton. Although
Socio Bosque was promoted widely in San Lorenzo, only two communities signed Socio
Bosque: Campanita, an Afro-descendant community, and the Chachis of La Ceiba. The
Chachis of La Ceiba inscribed 306 hectares (receiving $10/hectare) of their total territory
of 1600 hectares as a strategy in dealing with a land conflict with and protecting their
land against invasions from the nearby Afro-descendant community of San Francisco.
They hoped the state would follow through with their promise of monitoring the Socio
Bosque territory (Chachi community member, pers.com. 11 November 2009).
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What Follows in the Chapter
In this next section I return to the first question proposed in the start of the
chapter. I discuss the complexities and contradictions that accompany the postcolonial
political ecologies of commoditizing and subsequently ‘neoliberalizing Nature’ via the
implementation of ecological services development projects in communal territories
surrounded by oil palm monoculture in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of
Ecuador.
Theoretically, by drawing on the work of Castree (2008a, 2008b) and Heynen et
al. (2007), this section contextualizes Socio Bosque’s discursive reason-for-being and
subsequent implementation in processes of “neoliberalization of Nature”. Neoliberal
processes tend to presume that the world is a “clean slate” (Klein, 2007) and that the
“invisible hand” (Smith, 2003) of capitalism is universally applicable and appropriate for
resolving socio-economic problems and improving conditions in any political economic
context.
First, I show that the Ecuadorian government, in partnership with private
internationally funded NGOs, commoditizes Nature and integrates the resulting
ecological ‘services’ into a ‘free market’. Second, and concurrently, to control and
regulate these same commodities (for the forest communities’ and Nature’s own good, of
course), together, these same entities create conservation-oriented legislative structures
that are written into the new Ecuadorian constitution. I maintain that these economic and
political acts of deregulation and regulation that accompany the creation of ecological
services markets completely disregard the three aforementioned pillars of rights-based
post-extractive development.
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My questioning of Socio Bosque, however, highlights the situated particularity of
the postcolonial political ecologies of the neoliberalization of Nature in the canton of San
Lorenzo located in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador. In this
way, my research takes place in the nexus of postcolonial, political ecology, and
neoliberalization literatures. By specifically focusing on the implementation of Socio
Bosque in this part of Ecuador, I argue that the messy, contradictory, and complex
neoliberalizations of Nature there result from neoliberal projects and are in a contingent
relationship to the political, ecological, and economic processes that constitute placemaking71.
I then examine the second question proposed at the beginning of the article,
namely, how ecological services development legislation is contradictory to the three
pillars of rights-based post-extractive development—the right to Living Well, the rights
of Nature, and the rights that accompany the Plurinational state—in the new Ecuadorian
constitution. I argue that, while Socio Bosque is meant to be concordant with the right to
Sumak Kawsay (Living Well) and the Rights of Nature (both ratified with the new
Ecuadorian constitution enacted October 7, 2008) and is one of the programs considered
to be cornerstones for constructing a “revolutionary” post-extractive economy, this is not
the case. Building on the conclusions from the last chapter that demonstrated that
agrofuel development violates Fourth World communities’ rights to Living Well and the
rights of Nature, I show that Socio Bosque programs are no less guilty of such charges.
Yet, Socio Bosque is like the wolf disguised in sheep’s clothing, or at the very least, a
71

As stated in the introduction, place can be understood as a particular constellation of social and
environmental relations that meet and weave together at a particular site (Escobar, 2008; Massey, 1994).
Within this context, battles over place-making are actually power struggles waged over the entire
configuration of socio-economic and environmental relations (Chu, 2006).
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distraction from implementing the aforementioned rights that are considered to be the
three pillars of the new constitution. I show that this is the case by highlighting and
discussing five (out of many more) contradictions in the design and implementation of
Socio Bosque.
Overall, this chapter argues that, while the government claims that Socio Bosque
is one of the new “revolutionary national programs” that puts Ecuador in the forefront as
“an environmental pioneer” (no other countries have implemented state-level
conservation incentives) and that ecological services will be better regulated under state
control, I maintain that Socio Bosque is a continuation of extractive development. Using
the language of “conservation incentives”, Socio Bosque sets aside lands for the
Ecuadorian state to receive international monies from climate change mitigation
programs for “payment for ecological services”—and especially carbon sequestration,
one of the ecological services that the forest performs. Indeed the Ecuadorian state has
several such programs under development, including REDD (Reduction of Emissions
from Deforestation and Degradation), which is to begin in 2012 (Ministerio de Ambiente
de Ecuador, 2009). Most likely, as the Ecuadorian state has more forest territories in
Socio Bosque, they will be in a more powerful space to negotiate to receive more money
from REDD72. In other words, it seems Socio Bosque sets the ground for appropriating
and mining above ground ecological services.73 As such, Socio Bosque violates all three
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REDD is not meant to replace Socio Bosque but to compliment Socio Bosque. Socio Bosque is a
“conservation incentive program”, where REDD is a “payment for ecological services” (and, first and
foremost, carbon sequestration). The question is this: Will this money received by states for payment for
ecological services reach the people who have maintained these services in their territories throughout
centuries? (pers. com. 3 November 2009).
73

In addition, as the price of oil has fallen, mining has become a “state priority” and, according to the
constitution, programs categorized state priority programs do not require communal consent. It just happens
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foundational rights frameworks of the constitution, as well as collective rights of
ancestral communities.
Moreover, through speaking to the two aforementioned questions and discussing
these contradictions in Socio Bosque’s design and implementation, my research about
Socio Bosque seeks to be proactive and to construct solutions. Such solutions are based
on weaving together conversations with those people in the communities, San Lorenzo,
Quito and elsewhere about defending Indigenous and Afro-descendant peoples’ rights to
self-determination. By listening carefully and “walking with” (Sundberg, 2006) la gente
de la lucha (the people of the struggle) and engaging in analysis of semi-structured
interviews, ethnographic notes and policy papers, my project highlights the importance of
emphasizing and implementing a Plurinational state as the cornerstone of a truly postextractive economy.
While Chapter II emphasized the right to Living Well and the rights of Nature, the
conclusions of this chapter stand firm in that the right to Living Well and the rights of
Nature—in relation to development programs in Indigenous and Afro-descendant
territories—must be based in a foundation of self-determination as well as programdesigning and decision-making rights that accompany Plurinational state. In sum, rightsbased post-extractive development must have as its foundation all three pillars of the new
Ecuadorian constitution. I ask these questions: In the face of climate change and the
demand for rights- and identity-based development, will the leaders of Ecuador choose to
collaboratively construct future paths that include the demands of “la lucha de la gente”

to be that the majority of mining concessions are located in forest lands, and the majority of forest lands are
located in Indigenous territories (pers. com. 3 December 2009; Altropico, 2009; Olindo Nastacuaz, pers.
com. 13 January 2009).
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(“the communities’ struggle”) that are founded upon these three pillars? Or will they
continue to carve paths of the invisible hand of colonial pillage found in oil palm
plantation expansion and conservation incentives/ecological services development?
Postcolonial Political Ecologies of the ‘Neoliberalization of Nature’ in the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
These are the days of lasers in the jungle
Lasers in the jungle somewhere
Staccato signals of constant information
A loose affiliation of millionaires and billionaires and baby…
—Paul Simon (“Boy in the Bubble”, Graceland, 1986)

Drawing on Castree’s (2008a) outlining of four types of “environmental fixes”74, I
maintain that two distinct postcolonial political ecologies come together in San Lorenzo.
First, there is the state-supported oil palm plantation expansion. Oil palms plantations are
able to spread by surrounding and intimidating forest communities, inducing people to
leave or sell their land, through various types of violence; an example of geographies of
terror noted elsewhere. Such dynamics are supported by Ecuadorian state legislation,
such as the Executive Decree 269175. These processes can be understood as
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Four types of environmental fixes according to Castree (2008a, p. 146-148: “The first of these fixes is
perhaps the best known. It is based on two arguments made by those who believe in neoliberalism's capacity
for superior ecological stewardship: first, that the economy-environment contradictions which Polanyi
(2001) [Clark and York, 2005; Clark and Foster, 2009; Foster, 1999, 2000, 2007a, 2007b; Galeano, 1997;
Gudynas, 2009b; Marx, 1977, 1981; O’Connor, 1991, 1994] and other critics identify can be ameliorated
and even overcome; second, that this can be achieved not by ring-fencing the nonhuman world (e.g. through
state protection) but by bringing it more fully within the universe of capital accumulation…Secondly [the
second fix], there are neoliberal measures that are not about environmental conservation but very much
about exposing hitherto protected or state-controlled aspects of the natural environment to the full force of
market rationality and capital accumulation… A third logic behind nature's neoliberalisation from the
perspective of capital is that actively degrading hitherto protected or proscribed nonhuman phenomena
yields profits…. If the three fixes …all relate to the logics of capital, the fourth relates to the logics of the
state. The state cannot avoid taking some responsibility for the relationships between the capitalist economy,
civil society, and the natural environment.”
75 As explained in Chapter 2, on August 8, 2002, the Ecuadorian President Gustavo Naboa—who has
relatives in oil palm sector and another relative who used to be the Minister of the Environment during his
presidency—passed Executive Decree No. 2691 (República del Ecuador, 2002), in which the status of
50,000 hectares of “unclaimed” lands in the canton of San Lorenzo was changed from permanent protected
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neoliberalizing Nature in terms of the particular second type of neoliberalization outlined
by Castree, “accumulation by dispossession” (Castree, 2008a; Harvey, 2005), which I
described in Chapter II. Yet the second and principal argument of the chapter at hand
focuses on the neoliberalization of Nature via Socio Bosque. Socio Bosque, a
“conservation incentive” program meant to “protect ecological services” and to “take
concrete actions to reduce GHG emissions from avoided deforestation”, can be
understood as of Castree’s first type of neoliberalization of Nature and it takes place
inside of the ancestral community territories in San Lorenzo. As a reminder, this first
form of “environmental fix” of climate change mitigation that attempts to overcome the
limits of the social-ecological metabolism by “free market environmentalism” or “a set of
ideas and practices that aim to conserve resources and ecosystems by allowing them to be
privatized [albeit by state programs] and marketized” (Castree 2008a, p. 147).
This sort of discourse is embodied in the Ministry of Environment’s propaganda
for Socio Bosque, an example of which may be seen in Figure 3.4. Figure 3.4. shows that
an invisible (and white) hand must reach into forest (and ‘poor’ people’s) territories ‘to
get a handle on and to protect Nature’. As stated in the caption, the Ministry of
Environment makes the case that conservation of the forests, of recognizing the “big
value” of the forests—and, although not mentioned, their ecological services—will also
push “the development of the farmers and Indigenous people of Ecuador”. Moreover, in
the Socio Bosque emblem, it seems that the hand is at the same time both the invisible

forest (some of which was located in ancestral territories) to zones for sustainable and agricultural
development (Ramos, 2002).
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hand of the laissez faire conservation and development markets and the historically and
predominantly white hand of the Ecuadorian government and internationally funded

Figure 3.4. Socio Bosque Program “Invisible/White” Hand Propaganda (Smith, 2003). “Taking
care of the forests has a big value. Protecting forests and pushing the development of the farmers
and Indigenous [people] of the country” (MAE, 2009).

conservation organizations. I argue that the double movement of expanding the market
and simultaneous government regulation can be embodied in Socio Bosque’s emblem:
the white and invisible hand reaching into and getting a handle on Nature. My first
argument, therefore is that regulating and monitoring ecological services via Socio
Bosque is framed here as a ‘silver bullet’ compromise between conservation and
development that also satisfies the world’s demand and new funds for “climate change
mitigation development”.
In the case of San Lorenzo, the implications of this form of neoliberalization of
Nature that takes place through the eventual development of ecological services cannot
be analyzed outside the motivations and circumstances created by the neoliberalization of
Nature through oil palm plantation expansion that demands immediate conservation
action. Together these multi-scalar political ecological processes of neoliberalization of
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Nature via oil palm plantations and conservation incentives/ecological service
development surround, isolate, and invade communal territories. Understanding this is
absolutely vital to recognizing the degree of complexity of both intended and
‘unintended’ consequences of both forms of neoliberalizing Nature around and within
Fourth World territories. Through dispossessing Indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities of the resources on which they depend, these oil palm and ecological
service programs both contribute to the global and national level land grab and removal
project, which is at its very foundations, based in colonizing the climate change crisis and
a new form of neoliberalization of Nature that seeks to move through these frontier
regions accumulating capital.
In short, the postcolonial political ecology of neoliberalizing Nature in San
Lorenzo demonstrates that Socio Bosque is a necessary and accompanying step in a landgrabbing project that can be associated with climate change mitigation development. I
assert that these ‘removal’ projects associated with “CO2lonialism” (see Chapter II for
definition) are responsible for attempting to extract both people and ‘resources’. If
Chapter II showed that the geographies of oil palm and agrofuel development push
towards the removal of people from their ancestral territories by a type of biological
warfare (i.e., surrounding them with forest destruction and violence and poisoning their
rivers), this chapter shows how together the state and conservation organizations attempt
to pillage and remove the resources—and not only the ecological services, but other subsurface resources as well—of ‘the poor’ people’s forests. In this way, programs such as
Socio Bosques permit the appropriation, commoditization, and neo-liberalization of
Nature via ecological services development within ancestral territories. This is at once a
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new and a very familiar process, since Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities
have lived through and been forced to confront different forms and strategies of
colonialism and attempts at ‘human and non-human conquest’ since ‘time immemorial’
(Smith, 2005).
Here, I emphasize that—while such ‘externally-based’ (or Global North)
colonization processes continue today—colonization is re-articulated in a multiplicity of
newly packaged climate change mitigation development projects in Indigenous and Afrodescendant territories. Here ‘internal’ state-based (white) centers of ‘civilization’ and
‘modernity’ of the Global South also play a major part in colonizing (ethnic)
‘peripheries’, i.e. Indigenous and Afro-descendant territories in both the Global North
and South with both development and conservation programs. It is here on the frontiers
where both the postcolonial political ecologies of CO2lonialization of oil palm and Socio
Bosque are seemingly most exacerbated in Ecuador.
Ecuadorian Constitutional Contradictions in Relation to Ecological Services
Development: Colonialism, Neoliberalism, and “Other” Geographies of Hope
In this section I examine the legislative contradictions in the Ecuadorian
constitution. I then discuss four contradictions that appear between Socio Bosque and the
Ecuadorian constitution in Socio Bosque’s Design and Implementation. The objective of
this section is to demonstrate that Socio Bosque as planned and implemented so far,
especially as the communities cannot own the ecological services, is not a viable plan for
post-extractive development nor a revolutionary alternative to colonial capitalism.
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Socio Bosque: Ecological Services and Forest Protection, Security, and Postextractive Development
Alberto Acosta, an Ecuadorian economist and ex-President of the most recent
Constitutional Assembly, cites Galeano (1997) in stating that it is Ecuador’s “bad
fortune” that its abundance of raw materials and great natural diversity have led the
country to become an extraction- and export-based economy, thus leading it to a state of
‘subdevelopment’ (Acosta 2009b). Both Gudynas (2009a, 2009b, 2009c) and Acosta
(2009b, 2009d) highlight the potential of true structural change and “post-extractive
development” in Ecuador if the laws of the new constitution are implemented: first, an
economy of Sumak Kawsay, to Living Well; second, rights of Nature; and third, the right
to live under a Plurinational governmental body that ascertains self-determination.
Yet, contrary to these three foundations of Ecuadorian constitution, Article 74 of
the Ecuadorian constitution and the resulting Law of Public Security of the
Environmental Code, Executive Decree 1780, state that all “ecological services” of the
lands, forests, and waters of Ecuador are properties of the state; they are not appropriable
by ancestral communal territories or any other community or individual who cares for
them or protects them. And Articles 313 and 314 stipulate state, and private jurisdiction
over these strategic resources, as the law (the state) sees fit. As you will recall, one of the
primary goals of Socio Bosque and REDD is to “protect” the ecological services,
although in Socio Bosque the communities can receive payments only as an “incentive
for conservation of the forests”, not “payments for ecological services”. One collaborator
from an NGO in Quito states76:
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Original Text. …La idea es que el estado en un buen sistema de intermediario va a intermediar la venta
de bonos de carbono pero siempre tienen que circular mediante ellos, el típico sistema del block del
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The idea is that the state in a good system of intermediaries is going to
intermediate the sale of carbon credits, but they always have to circulate them,
the typical system of a block of intermediaries in carbon trading. Then it is
interesting also how in this program we want to talk about Socio Bosque, they do
not talk about “payment for ecological services” but legally they use the language
that says “an incentive for caring for the environment, not an incentive because
you are giving ecological services, right? An “incentive for taking care of the
environment” is the legal packaging that they are using [to sell the idea].

For whose economic benefit, then, are the communities conserving the forests to
protect the ecological services contained within them? If the communities will not receive
payment for the ecological services (from REDD) that they have in their territories, is
Socio Bosque contributing to their Living Well, to ‘alleviating their poverty’, to their
development?
This article resembles that the logic of environmental economists (Balmford et
al., 2002; Constanza et al., 1997; USDA, 2009, 2010) and Polanyi (2001) because it
argues that the expansion of ecological services market is in the end to protect resources.
Gudynas (2009a, 2009b) states that looking at Nature in terms of “natural resources”,
“natural capital” or more recently, “ecological services”, is yet another utilitarian way to
look at Nature. He underlines that such concepts are based on a political and economic
model founded on the exploitation of Nature. Ecological service-based markets, Gudynas
claims, are based on appropriating, privatizing, and controlling biodiverse territories.
Gudynas (2009a, 2009b) and Acosta (2009b, 2009c) argue that ecological services
development is an act as a continuation of an extractive developmental paradigm. They
state that in continuing in an extraction- and market-based model, developing ecological
intermediario en bonos de carbono no. Entonces es interesante también como en este programa que
queremos hablar del Socio Bosque no hablan de pago por servicios ambientales pero jurídicamente utilizan
un lenguaje que dice eh, “un incentivo por el cuidado del medio ambiente”, no un incentivo por que estás
dando servicios ambientales no? Un “incentivo por cuidar el medio ambiente” ya es el encaje jurídico que
utilizan [para vender la idea].
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services also demands the use of colonial strategies to ascertain an ever-increasing supply
of raw materials for constant expansion. This kind of development, therefore, does not
guarantee rights associated with Sumak Kawsay, rights of Nature, or Plurinationality.
Does this type of development provide greater security? González (2005),
Gudynas (2009b), and Radcliffe (2007) cite “Mapping the Global Future: Report of the
National Intelligence Council’s 2020 Project”, written by the U.S. National Intelligence
Council (2004), in relation to threats to national security. This document highlights that
the territorial reclamations of the Latin American Indigenous movement for “a new social
contract” (p. 78) represents a ‘risk for regional security’. Specifically, Radcliffe (2007, p.
77) points out that this document states, that “…the failure of elites to adapt to the
evolving demands of free markets and democracy will fuel a revival in populism and
drive the Indigenous movement, which so far has sought change through democratic
means, to consider more drastic means for seeking what they consider to be their ‘fair
share’ of political power and wealth”. The document also says that Indigenous territories
are rich in mining resources, oil, and water and biodiversity. Radcliffe contextualizes
such views in her research in relation to Plan Colombia. In her discussion of the effects of
Plan Colombia, Radcliffe reinforces Gudynas’ worry that Afro-descendant and
Indigenous peoples defending their rights are displaced as Colombian military and
paramilitary forces are employed to keep ‘terrorism’ in check, and often they are also
labeled as cooperating with terrorists or terrorists themselves.
González (2005) and Oslender (2008) argue that these “geographies of terror”
(Oslender, 2008) are framing Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and other Latin American
peoples working to protect their rights as terrorists. In the last decades, the Colombian
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state has sought out such communities or tried them as criminals and terrorists so as to
protect the interests of extractive companies; as poverty and economic and political
isolation exacerbates instable social conditions, these tactics have played an important
part in implementing neoliberal development and conservation projects (Oslender, 2008).
I propose that Socio Bosque role also has a role in “security” and quieting the
Indigenous movement (the Afro-descendant movement has fizzled out in Ecuador). In
the state’s mind, although it has proven not be true, the ‘uppity’ Indigenous and Afrodescendant people of the provinces of Ecuador may be less likely to make demands from
the state (and have uprisings and marches) when they are receiving benefits of the market
and money in their pocket for protecting Nature. The state may also monitor and control
the resources and the people in these out of reach and hard to control autonomous
territorial spaces, thus using the neoliberalization of Nature to secure the market and
create more secure spaces in these frontier regions.
The simultaneous neoliberal deregulation and regulation of ecological services
(Castree, 2008a; Heynen et al., 2007)—which can be understood as Polanyi’s (2001)
double movement that necessitates the production of ficticious commodities—can
therefore be observed in these latter proposed objectives behind the creation and
implementation of Socio Bosque. Castree’s (2008a) inquiry in relation to
neoliberalization of Nature is relevant in this context. He asks: How is neoliberalizing
Natures [creating a fictitious commodity such as environmental services] used in social
control and control of social interactions with Nature? In other words, are these new
“green markets” serving the purpose of infiltrating and more closely monitoring
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biodiverse Fourth World territories, as well as larger geopolitical goals like “security”
and “controlling terrorism”.
While the world comes to terms with the environmental crisis that coloniality has
instilled through capitalist markets, modernity, and so-called progress, “non-modern”
Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and peasant peoples of Ecuador continue to be treated as
dispensable. Their lands become more valuable even as their rivers are poisoned, forests
ravaged, and their territories are expropriated or taken out of their epistemological control
and made into top priority conservation areas because of their high level of “ecological
services” like biodiversity, carbon sequestration or potential for providing “agro” fuels or
fuels. Thus, neoliberal and epistemic forms of both development and conservation have
come to dominate the discussions about how to resolve the climate crisis. This is the
cultural coloniality-modernity trap of the neoliberal double movement that keeps us
bouncing back and forth across the conservation-development border and limiting
ourselves to market solutions based in such dichotomous and bipolar paradigms.
Such Neoliberal pendulum swinging keeps us from recognizing that the climate
crisis and the manifestation of the second contradiction of capitalism, which actually puts
us in the perfect “site of struggle” (Smith, 1999, p. 39) to decolonize ourselves, our
relation to each other and the earth. We can do this by reclaiming a multiplicity of
histories, recreating new relations amongst ourselves and the world, and re-presenting
“other” ways of knowing and living to create a pluri-versality of both economies and
knowledges (Escobar, 2008; Smith, 1999), “buried epistemologies” systematically buried
beneath both the colonial and neoliberal landmines of conservation and development
(Willems-Braun, 1997) and colonial-based racisms. Moreover, in order to implement
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economies built on rights- and identity-based development (the basis of Living Well) and
the rights of Nature, on a pluri-versality of an-‘other’ paradigm, a whole diversity of
cosmovisions must be respected.
In 2007, during the international Global South Workshop on Biofuels in Quito,
Ecuador, a representative from Ecuador’s National Indigenous Organization spoke to the
NGOs from Africa, Indonesia, and Central and South America. He stated that an
implication of selling environmental services is the loss of control by Indigenous peoples
over their lands and elements of life and their transformation from stewards of their lands
into stewards of the investments of those in economic power. He concluded his
presentation by saying that contamination emitted by industries cannot be cleaned with
plantations, and that self-determination over lands and resources is more important than
the ‘the services’ gleaned from Nature. To this CONAIE representative, Nature and their
lands provide what Indigenous communities need to live and a sense of independence
(CONAIE, pers. com. 31 June 2007). Nature, in other words, cannot be reduced to an
economy, and when it is treated as such, there are detrimental implications for the people
who live there.
Similarly, Olindo Nastacuaz, then President of the Federation of Awá Centers
stated to a panel of conservation organization representatives (pers. com. 13 January
2009) about a related law to Socio Bosque for ‘Native’ forest management: “These
visions come from the west and from wood companies; they do not take account of the
communities [that they affect]…You people have different visions, other needs. You are
from the city; I am from the countryside. There is another form of necessities and
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cosmovisions.”77 He explained to me about a year later the following: “FCAE tiene un
centro de información forestal. Tenemos nuestra propio ciencia…Socio Bosque no está
criado en una vision de indígenas (The Awá Federation has its own forest information
center. We have our own science…. Socio Bosque is not created with an Indigenous
vision)” (Nastacuaz, pers. com. 13 of January 2009).
In the utterance of ‘other’ cosmovisions built on establishing ethnic difference
and demanding a respect for pluri-versality, Pluri-nationality becomes key.
Plurinationality provides the legal structure that allows for self-determination in people
building their own definitions of Living Well, or Nature, in the margins, the frontiers, and
the back eddies of extractive development, modernity and coloniality.
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Original Text: “Estas visions vienen de vision oeste y de empresas madereros; no toman en cuenta las
comunidades…Ustedes tienen diferentes visions, otras necesidades. Ustedes son de la ciudad; yo soy del
campo. Hay otra forma de necesidades y cosmovisiones.”
This panel entitled “Manejo de Bosques Nativos en Ecuador” took place in FLACSO-Ecuador, Quito on
January 13, 2009. Represented was a professor from FLACSO-Ecuador’s program of Estudios Socioambientales, two Directors of conservation organizations, a representative from the Ministry of the
Environment, and, the President of the Awá people, the only Indigenous representative, the token
representative, for all forest-based Indigenous peoples of Ecuador. Two statements were especially
troubling: First, the whole panel began with statistics showing that the majority of remaining forest is in
Indigenous territories; and second, Walter Palacios from CEDENMA focusing on Indigenous,
Afrodescendant, and other farmers of Esmeraldas converting forests to pastures and agricultural land, as
opposed to seeing the increase in deforestation in the last decades, in northern Esmeraldas, at least is due to
wood and oil palm companies, and thus, proposing an important aspect of the new law would be to outlaw
chainsaws. Indigenous and Afro-descendant people depend on chainsaws to falling trees to contribute to
income, and to ignore the palm companies infringing upon communal territories is to violate constitutional
laws of food sovereignty and self-determination within Indigenous territories. Pinpointing poor people’s
use of chainsaws—and, thus, their involvement in wood market involvement—as the principal obstacle in
forest management is the assumption upon which forest conservation and ecological services development
are built. Establishment of payment for ecological services programs is understood to be a way to ease the
economic versus ecological decision-making, tipping the scale towards forest and biodiversity
conservation. These sorts of perspectives can be encapsulated by Center for International Forestry Research
(CIFOR) scientist, Sven Wunder, citing Frances Seymour, director of CIFOR, in agreement. She states
"The ideal PES recipient is the guy who has enough capital to buy a chainsaw, and is on the verge of
putting it to work" (Center for International Forestry Research, 2007, p. 35).
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Contradictions of Socio Bosque and the Ecuadorian Constitution in its Design and
Implementation
In this section I argue that unclear, continually changing, and masked regulations
of the Socio Bosque program violate the rights first of all guaranteed by the 2008
Ecuadorian constitution, but also the processes of free, prior, and informed consent
guaranteed by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(2007), and the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention concerning
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples of Independent Countries (ILO C169) (1989). I base my
arguments here on the Socio Bosque contract (MAE, 2008c, 2008d) and conversations
with people in the communities, San Lorenzo, and Quiteño NGOs. First, I outline how
and why communities, who are most affected by this program, have no decision-making
power in the design of the program. Communities are not only excluded from the design
processes of the program and the conditions of the contracts, but they are given various
misleading responses that leave them confused about which are the state’s obligations
and which are their own and why. I discuss six of these issues. First, I explain people’s
reaction to the price that communities should be paid per hectare and the duration of the
contracts for Socio Bosque’s payment for conservation incentives. As a second point of
contention, I demonstrate that communities are being required to spend their money from
conservation incentives on education and health services—building schools, paying
teachers’ salaries, social security—that, according to the constitution, the state is required
to provide. Third, I discuss who should be paying for signs to demarcate conservation
concessions and to what degree the state has agreed to help forest residents in monitoring
and protecting their lands from invasions or other dangers (such as oil palm companies
contaminating their waters and/or affecting the flora and fauna in these concessions, for
116

instance). Fourth, I explain with what other programs Socio Bosque is or will be
associated—namely the World Bank’s Forest Carbon Partnership Facility’s program,
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD)—that became
operational in June 2008 (Gordon, 2008; Redman, 2008) and how these new affiliations
could affect Socio Bosque and the communities. Implementing REDD in Ecuador could
change the rules and expectations all together, and the government’s plan to implement
REDD shows their intention to negotiate ecological services located within the areas of
the community’s conservation concessions. Fifth, I highlight that communities are being
required to pay back half of what they have been paid to them to date for ‘caring for the
forest’ if they ‘break the contract’, which could possibly lead to being stuck in the
contract or land seizure. To drive home the lack of decision making power that
communities have with Socio Bosque, as a sixth and final point, I show that while
communities are being asked to sign Socio Bosque contracts by the Ministry of
Environment, the Ministry of Mines and Petroleum are asking communities for
permission (that can ultimately be overridden by the state) to conducting seismic testing
for all oil and mining concessions in their territory.
These contradictions in the Socio Bosque contracts, agreements, and processes of
implementation indicate that the Socio Bosque program violates the very legislative
pillars of the constitution that the Ecuadorian government is putting forward as central to
their “revolutionary” post-extractive development economy. They also demonstrate that
agrofuel development is not the only “megadevelopment” project for San Lorenzo
(García, pers. com. 8 November 2008) that the Ecuadorian state has up its sleeve.
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I argue that the Ecuadorian State is using Socio Bosque to access and mine the
resources of ‘the poor’, located in the last remaining standing forests and in ancestral
territories, spaces previously rendered inaccessible by Ecuadorian law. Masked as climate
change mitigation development, the state is using CO2lonialist methods to develop
ecological services markets. Ecological services development as a “strategic sector” and
state priority is written into the constitution. These articles contradict the more talked
about parts of the constitution that focus on creating the foundations for a “revolutionary”
post-extractive economy.
No say in the price per hectare or the duration of the Socio Bosque contracts. It is as if
Socio Bosque came out of a vortex, coincidently right before the Ecuadorian people were
to vote on the new constitution that would allow Presidents to run for an additional term
of office. No one had ever heard of Socio Bosque, and very few in San Lorenzo, had
heard of “conservation incentive” programs. Then on July 23, 2008, many San Lorenzo
residents walked through its hot, humid, and dusty streets with a copy of La Hora
newspaper in their hands. This day’s La Hora announced the new program to the
Ecuadorian public (La Hora, 2008), and the word buzzed through the communities with
great hopes about the new promises of the government. The stated prices ($20-30/hectare
per year and $50/month per family) they were to be paid were higher than they turned out
to be in actuality (some communities ended up receiving as little as $.50/hectare), so
people held great hopes for the program’s contribution to sustainable livelihoods. What
was clear from the newspaper’s coverage was that the pilot period of Socio Bosque—that
began September 17, 2008 (Ministerio de Ambiente de Ecuador, 2010)—would have a
duration of one year, and Esmeraldas was to be one of the lucky participating provinces.
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Well, at least it seemed that this was the case, but the whole situation just became
confusing:
What Socio Bosque does for me at least is that it is like practically enslaving me,
being a slave of the government now, because the 30 miserable dollars that they
give per hectare per year, how does it benefit me? And I do not see it like help,
according to the conditions that they put [in the contract]. The conditions that
they put….this is, this is practically like being subjugated to the government.
They are very strict conditions and I do not see this like help, to the contrary;
instead of improving things, instead of improving the peasants’ conditions that
they always live in, they marginalize them. From there I see it [Socio Bosque]
like a form of marginalizing the peasants, marginalizing the poor, not helping the
poor.
Of course, now at the very least, the government should sit with the people and
converse and plan and listen also to our conditions [of a plan like Socio Bosque]
as owners of our lands, not just oblige the conditions. We have to sit and plan
what we want and how. If I see that [a proposal] does not work for me I don’t do
it. But they said it was four years. The first people said something like that. They
said two years at first. But after they tell us 20 years. This is bad. I mean, the
people took the bait and got hooked. 78
—(Afro-descendant peasant, pers. com. 12 December 2009)

The Socio Bosque contract ended up being for a duration of 20 years, and Acción
Ecológica (2010) states that to be more competitive in ecological service markets, the
Ministry of Environment is assuring that the 20 year contracts are automatically renewed
for another 20 years. The problem in general with Socio Bosque is that it was created by
Quiteños in the offices of the Ministry of the Environment, Conservation International,
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Original Text: “Lo que Socio Bosque me da por lo menos es prácticamente que es como decir
esclavizarme, ser un esclavo del gobierno ya, por que los 30 miserables dólar que dan por hectárea anual
para que me sirven? Y yo no lo veo como una ayuda de acuerdo a las condiciones que ellos ponen ya. Sus
condiciones que ellos ponen… Eso es, eso es prácticamente es como vivir subyugado del gobierno. Son
condiciones muy duras y eso yo no lo veo como una ayuda, más bien todo lo contrario; que en ves de
mejorar las cosas, en ves de mejorar las condiciones del campesino lo que siempre viven marginándolo
desde ahí yo lo veo como una forma de marginar al campesino de marginar al pobre y no ayudar al pobre.
Claro ahora por lo menos el gobierno debería sentarse con la gente y conversar y planificar y escuchar
también las condiciones [de un plan como Socio Bosque] de nosotros como dueños de su tierra, no el poner
las condiciones. Tenemos que sentarnos y planificar como lo queremos de tal forma. Si yo veo si no me
conviene no lo hago. Pero dijeron que eran cuatro años. Algo así dijeron los primeros. Dos años así dijeron
primero. Pero después ya nos da el papel ya 20 años ya. Eso es lo malo… O sea que la gente mordió el
anzuelo…”
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and other afiliate NGOs. Communicating clearly with the communities about what was to
come was difficult because there were still many kinks to be worked out in the program
(for instance, what the rules of the contract were or who was to monitor the lands and
how), but there was a rush to get it on the ground, for one, because elections for the new
constitution were coming up. One NGO representative talked about the convoluted
messages the forest communities received about Socio Bosque:
From the beginning, there has been certain disadvantages at the operative level of
implementation, in the sense that the program of Socio Bosque did not give, did
not have a strategy of communication with the communities. And each time that
they [the Ministry of Environment] communicated with the communities they
gave another type of information.79
—(NGO Quito, pers. com. 1 December 2009)

For instance, at first they found out the pay was $30/hectare, and that raised a lot of
excitement, but then they heard about the sliding scale shown in Figure 3.3.
The very people from the Ministry of the Environment, or from the Socio Bosque
Program of the Ministry of the Environment, began to say to the people, started
telling them that you will receive 30 dollars per hectare. Then the people ate it up
with this story, no? And “wow, they are going to pay us $30 per hectare”. After,
a month and a half later, they let them know this, they let them know that there
was going to be a sliding scale the more hectares that one puts into the program.
So this generated certain problems, no?80
—(NGO Quito, pers. com. 1 December 2009)

As one Afro-ecuadorian collaborator from San Lorenzo city who had chosen not
to participate in Socio Bosque said to me, “Who is going to want to take care of the
jungle of weeds for this price? (Quien va a querer cuidar monte por este precio?)” (pers.
79

Original text: Desde el principio ha habido ciertas desventajas a nivel operativo de implementación en el
sentido de que el programa Socio Bosque no daba, no tenía una estrategia de comunicación con las
comunidades. Y cada vez que se comunicaban con las comunidades se daba otro tipo de información.
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Original Text:“La gente misma del Ministerio del Medio Ambiente o del programa de Socio Bosque del
Ministerio de Ambiente, que empezaba a decirle a la gente, empezó diciéndole que ustedes reciben 30
dólares por hectárea. Entonces mucha gente se comió con esa historia no? y guau nos van a pagar 30
dólares por hectárea. Después, un mes y medio después, se hizo saber esta, se hizo conocer más bien iba a
ser degradado cada ves que uno metía más hectáreas iba recibiendo relativamente menos. Entonces eso
generó ciertas vainas, no?
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com. 1 November 2009). A member of the Federation of Awá Centers of Ecuador, who
has been working in San Lorenzo-based sustainable development organizations for over a
decade, also explains his point of view in relation to price per hectare in Socio Bosque:
I am telling you, I don’t understand anything about Socio Bosque. Los Awá, as
owners of our forest, we have to put the prices, right? And the Minister of the
Environment, or the government should not come to say, put it this way, that we
are going to pay you 30 dollars per hectare, and if you have more, more land, we
will give you less. No way. We, as owners [of our forests], we are here taking
care [of them]. We should put our prices, don’t you say? Others are not going to
come here and put a price.81
—(pers. com. 7 December 2009)

The confusing and continually changing terms and norms in relation to the price
and duration of the program were and are seriously problematic. But the process the
communities had to go through in order to apply to Socio Bosque were humiliating and
insulting. Moreover, the lack of clarity, changing rules, and pressure to sign, I argue,
violates the right to free, prior and informed consent and was a colonial move.
Community and Center leaders traveled long distances to get to the meetings to sign the
contracts, but when some leaders got to the meeting place, the conditions of the contract
that they had discussed with their communities had changed. While they could have
walked away, many chose to sign, I would argue, because they are not informed of their
rights and because they did not want to lose this opportunity. A critical NGO participantobserver in the Socio Bosque process explains:
For example, if the contracts that they sign, the agreements and contracts that
they sign with Socio Bosque….One should read these contracts. One should
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Original Text: Yo te digo, de Socio Bosque yo no entiendo nadita… (Los Awá) como dueños de nuestro
bosque, tenemos que poner los precios, si? Y no lo viene a decir ponte así el Ministerio del Ambiente, o el
gobierno le vamos a pagar 30 dólar por hectárea y si tu tienes más, más tierra te voy bajando. No pues.
Nosotros como dueño [de nuestros bosques], estamos aquí cuidando[los]. Debemos poner nuestros precio,
diga? No es que otros nos vengan a poner precio.
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know the contract that one is signing. Like a human being or a citizen, you do not
sign a contract without knowing it. Now we know also that the contracts are
frequently written in a language that one does not always understand the first
time one sees them, and not every one in the communities with whom this
program was being implemented have [educational] levels at which they can read
a written text, no? Then it turns out very funny that the communities that go to
sign an agreement—a contract that has a duration of 20 years, where one
commits for 20 years with possibilities of having to pay a penalty if one does not
comply with all that is established in the contract—that the communities receive
this contract two, three days before signing and in some cases the same day of
signing. In other words, they do not have not had a moment to consult, to ask for
help, analyze, for reading [the contract], and the people who were promoting this
from the beginning didn’t give them the clarity at this level either.82
—( NGO Quito, pers. com. 1 December 2009)

Lastly, this same NGO representative explains how putting a price, a market value
on the forest, and ignoring the principal causes of forest destruction could lead to even
greater problems. This person states this:
Then the issue from my perspective is that they visualize conservation only as a
goal in itself; this is not what happening with human beings right? What is it that
they [the communities] need and what actually are the sub-problems and how do
they obtain resources from the perspective of the state? Evidently Socio Bosque
becomes a program that will somehow encourage conservation. Yeah, well,
people have kept for many, many years these primary forests in the country;
never have they received a penny for doing that. But they are not looking at
reality that they probably would continue to conserve [the forests] if the state
generates a number programs to solve their health problems, problems of
education, their housing problems, problems of survival, because at whatever
point the forest has been affected by communities primarily by the need to meet
those needs, right?
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Por ejemplo los contratos que se firman, los convenios y contratos que se firman con Socio Bosque, hay
que conocer un contrato que uno firma. Como ser humano o como ciudadano tu no firmas un contrato sin
conocerlo. Ahora sabemos también que los contratos con frecuencia están escritos en un lenguaje que no
siempre se entiende así a primera vista, y las comunidades con las cuales se implementa este programa no
todas tienen ni niveles [de educación] de que pueden leer un texto escrito, no? Entonces es, resulta muy
chistoso que las comunidades que van a suscribir un convenio—un contrato que tiene una duración de 20
años donde uno se compromete por 20 años con posibilidades de tener que pagar monto si uno no cumple
con lo establecido en el contrato—[que] las comunidades reciben este contrato dos, tres días antes de
firmar y en algunos casos el día mismo de firmar. O sea no tienen, no han tenido un momento para
consultar, para pedir ayuda, analizar, para leer [el contrato] y la gente que estaba promocionando en ese
entonces al principio tampoco les daba toda la claridad en ese nivel no?
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And you cannot say that they [the communities] actually attack forest
biodiversity, but rather it has been outside agents who have promoted that the
communities go against the forest. that they are violating the forest. Then the
issue is not to encourage them to give them a payment for this, when they cannot
fight against external agents. If the oil palm people have the state, the state will
never pay what the oil palm people have the ability to pay, or the miner, or the oil
person can pay. If the state is going to pay 50 cents, 20 cents, 30 cents, or $ 30,
which is the maximum paid by the state, they [the extractive industries] will be
able to pay a better price. From my personal perspective on the subject, for
example, and one of the objections to Socio Bosque, is just that—if I pay $ 30
per hectare of primary forest it is giving the opportunity to mining or oil
companies to say “I pay $ 31”—it is to put a price, is put a price on forest for the
person attempting to attack against the forest from my perspective, right?
As long as the state together with politics of Socio Bosque does not create a
policy where we can say “Well, people, if you are going to exploit oil, if you are
going to exploit a mine in primary forest, you at least have to recognize that the
state will pay you ten times more”. But they're not doing that, I mean they are
paving the way for these [extractive interests] to more easily negotiate with
communities because they are setting a price. So, I think that is the biggest attack
that Socio Bosque can do. As long as it does not have attached or complementary
policies that may limit the access of external agents within primary forests, which
are owned by communities, be it Indigenous, Afro-descendant, mestizos, or
cooperatives, then that is one of the weaknesses I see in Socio Bosque. For them
it can be a project that can be a very interesting initiative, but interesting in the
function related to the subject of the sale the service of carbon sequestration or
conservation of forest or whatever. The only thing that it [Socio Bosque really]
allows is that the countries that pollute the world most receive a ‘wild card’ to
continue polluting and we pay for this pollution—I mean, if you want put Socio
Bosque in a global framework, let’s say, right? And at the national level, no
matter what happens, I center the problem in that. I mean, in the fact that [this
type of program, Socio Bosque] can become like a double-edged sword in which
although they are giving an incentive for conservation, and at the time they are
putting a price on the forest. I think that's a point that the state has not analyzed.83
83

Original Text: Entonces el tema desde mi perspectiva es que visualizan solamente el hecho de la
conservación en si misma; eso no es que pasa con el ser humano no? Que es lo que ellos [the communities]
necesitan y cuales son en realidad subproblemas y como ellos obtienen los recursos entonces desde la
perspectiva del estado? Evidentemente Socio Bosque se convierte en un programa que de alguna forma va a
incentivar la conservación. Si, bien, los pueblos han conservado durante muchos, muchos años estos
bosques primarios en el país; nunca han recibido un centavo por hacer eso. Pero no están analizando en
realidad que probablemente ellos podrían seguir conservando si el estado genera una serie programas que
resuelvan sus problemas de salud, sus problemas de educación, sus problemas de vivienda, sus problemas
de supervivencia por que en determinado momento el bosque ha sido afectado por las comunidades
principalmente por la necesidad de cubrir esas necesidades, si?
Y no se puede decir que en realidad han atentado contra la, la biodiversidad o el bosque, sino que más bien
han sido agentes externos los que han promocionado que ellos vayan atentando contra el bosques. Entonces
el tema no es incentivar a ellos darles un pago por eso, cuando no pueden luchar contra los agentes
externos. Si tienen las palmicultoras el estado jamás va a poder he, equilibrar o pagar lo que una
palmicultora le va a pagar y la palmicultora tiene la posibilidad o la minera o la petrolera tiene la
posibilidad. Si es que el estado pone 50 centavos, 20 centavos, 30 centavos, 30 dólares que es el máximo

123

—(NGO Quito, pers.com. 3 December 2009)

Socio Bosque does not allow people say in the price per hectare or the duration of
the program that takes place in their own territories, nor does it address ‘the poverty’—in
terms of lack of access to resources to pay for the health and education of their children—
of the communities or the pathways they would like to take in development. On top of
this, as part of this conservation initiative, Socio Bosque restricts these communities,
already struggling to meet their basic needs and live a life with dignity, from hunting,
fishing, agriculture, or cutting trees—their basic life and sustenance practices—in these
forest areas. Acción Ecológica makes clear that these rules are a violation of their rights
to food sovereignty.
Socio Bosque does not take a position against the extractive ‘outside agents’ like
oil palm plantations that also violate forest communities’ food sovereignty, and
que paga el estado, ellos van a poder superar ese precio. Desde mi perspectiva personal en el tema, por
ejemplo, y uno de los cuestionamientos a Socio Bosque, es justamente si yo pago 30 dólares por hectárea de
bosque primario es darles la posibilidad a las mineras o a las petroleras de decir “yo pago 31 dólares”—es
poner un precio, es poner un precio al atentado contra el bosque desde mi perspectiva si?
Mientras que el estado acompañado de la política de Socio Bosque no genera una política en donde pueda
decir, “Bueno señores nosotros si ustedes van a explotar petróleo, si ustedes van a explotar una mina en
bosque primario ustedes al menos tendrían que reconocer, que se yo, diez veces lo que el estado les está
pagando”. Pero no les está haciendo eso, o sea les está facilitando el camino para que ellos puedan entrar
a negociar con las comunidades más fácilmente por que ellos estám poniendo un precio. Entonces yo creo
que ese es el mayor atentado que Socio Bosque puede hacer. Mientras no tenga políticas adjuntas o
complementarias que puedan limitar el acceso de agentes externos dentro de los bosques primarios que
están en manos de las comunidades, sean Indígenas, sean afrodescendientes o sean de mestizos,
cooperativas, cuestiones así, entonces es una de las falencias que, por ejemplo, yo veo en Socio Bosque.
Para ellos puede ser que el proyecto tenga una, sea una iniciativa bien interesante, pero interesante en
función a que el tema de la venta de servicio de captación de carbono o de conservación de bosque o lo que
quieras. Lo único que hace es permitir a los países que más contaminan en el mundo, darles carta blanca
para que sigan contaminando y paguen por esa contaminación. O sea si es que quieres ver un enfoque
global, digamos, si? Y a nivel nacional, independientemente de lo que pase, yo centro la problemática en
eso. O sea en el hecho de que se puede convertir en una, en una arma de doble filo en donde si bien están
entregando un recurso como un incentivo para la conservación al mismo tiempo están poniendo un precio
al bosque. Ya, y yo creo que eso es un punto que el estado no analizado.”
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Ecuador’s government has decided to negotiate the ecological services in Indigenous and
Afro-descendant communities’ forests instead of taking a truly revolutionary stance
against ecological imperialism and demanding that the Global North cut their carbon
emissions. Who will pay the consequences though? What happens when there are
increased ‘unintended consequences’—like floods and droughts and other ‘natural
disasters’—of climate change that negatively affect Indigenous and Afro-descendant
territories in the future? Will any one finally take responsibility for the detrimental and
CO2lonial decisions and actions that are played out in Fourth World territories in Ecuador
(and throughout the world)?
Money that communities earn most often must be spent on services that the state is
obligated to provide. This next section discusses how Socio Bosque requires that the
communities and individuals to use their payment for conservation, their incentive to
conserve on specific expenses, specifically health and education, services that the state
should be providing. The individuals quoted in this section explain the contradictions in
these requirements and how once again the state is not allowing people to have decisionmaking power in the program that is supposedly meant to benefit them. Should the
community not know best what is to benefit them and be able to decide what is to be
beneficial and how and why?
A Quito NGO representative lays out the limitations of these regulations:
So, for many communities Socio Bosque, or receiving money as an incentive [for
conserving the forest], has meant that they can cover basic needs such as hiring a
doctor or hire a teacher for example, or hire whatever, build housing or build
roads, for example. …As the state has to pay a professor, pay a doctor, build
roads, and build housing for the people, what they are doing is not giving them
an incentive, but transferring responsibilities of the state through a through an
unreal incentive, right? Because at the moment when the community decides to
divide up the money for each family to spend the money on what they want, the
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state says no, you cannot do that. And besides, the incentive also has to go from
posting signs to opening territorial boundary lines [in the forest], and these
should be obligations of the state. So it turns out that the state is giving them
money to spend on things that they would have been required to do so. So where
is the incentive and where the payment for environmental service?
So what has happened during the experience of the implementation of Socio
Bosque is that people in the moment of entering Socio Bosque the state says to
them, “We are going to give you money” and the people get excited. The people
are interested in joining the program and in the moments when they [Ministry of
the Environment] come to them to assemble their investment plans, they say if
you can spend on whatever you want but have to prioritize your needs, and their
most important needs turn out to be precisely health and education that [again]
are a state responsibility. So if people are investing in a professor for example
Socio Bosque money the state simply does not think it is their duty because they
are already paying and being paid with state money that is, that comes of, public
funds.
So it is a shady way of multiplying the possibilities of the [state’s] money
because they are, on one side, covering an obligation that would have to take
responsibility for and budget, and secondly allegedly encouraging conservation,
which is not true. Because if people would want to use that money adequately,
they would probably use in areas such as generating sustainable production
processes that would reproduce the money, not invest in public expenses.
In the case of Playa de Oro for example they are using the money, the Socio
Bosque incentive to pay the rural social security and that means access to health
and that is an obligation of the state, and they are using the money to pay an
additional teacher. Because having two teachers and two teachers do not reach
for the nearly one hundred children who are in Playa de Oro, right? So if you
think about it in depth about what Socio Forest is doing, they are doing just this
and the people are realizing that. Then you talk to people there and they tell you,
“We have cared for the forest for 400 years, which is the time we're living here
and who has acknowledged this some time in the last 400 years of caring for the
forest? No one. And now we come to say that we are going to pay but in the end
what we are doing is covering costs that are obligation of the state.

Talking to a Chachi community representative from one of the communities that
was first involved in El Gran Reserva Chachi, I found that the Afro-descendants are not
the only one who are discovering the circular logic of Socio Bosque’s investment plans.
This Chachi man also sees that Socio Bosque, and the state in general, does not allow
them to make autonomous decisions that will allow their communities, their people, to
move ahead and be educated so they can make the best decisions about their natural
resources in their territories.
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In ten years, who will define what will happen to those who are part of Socio
Bosque? Who will define what we will do? What will happen to us as Chachi
nationalities? In this world [the world of today] what will happen to us? We
know…we have two thousand, or a thousand eight hundred thousand acres that
we are maintaining this resource, it is untouchable. We are respecting it, but
within this, there exists many needs. There are many needs, and even larger ones.
So many times I, I, we asked that the institutions that prepare [higher education]
our people, not training [individuals], but the Chachi people, the Chachi
nationality. The Chachi nationality wants to prepare [and be educated] like you
are. “I am doing a study for an investigation here”, to be researching to graduate
in this type of superior academic titles. Then the Chachis we need to do so, so no
Simon [my colleague from University of Texas, a linguist working with the
Chachi, who was with me] arrives to do a study or no Juliana [me] comes to do a
study, but instead we as Chachi we are going to own all those natural resources,
The same Chachi will do projects and we will manage our territory. And we will
tell you “Mr. United States, United States, we have the resources that there are
for the Chachi. I mean, that is my, from my point of view, that is our goal of the
Chachi people, not only that the Chachis are going to be under the seat, not only
that we will be producing, but instead we have to come out into the national,
international world defending our rights as a people, as the Chachi Nationalities.
That's what I've asked. Enough of Juliana that comes from outside…that is what
we want to know after, to discover in the future what is going, to happen as the
Chachi Nationality, to Socio Bosque? What will happen?84
—(Chachi Community Member from Cayapas River, pers. com. 17 November
2009)

84

…Dentro de 10 años que pasaríamos los de Socio Bosque? Quien definirá que
haríamos? Qué pasaríamos nosotros como nacionalidades Chachis? En este mundo que
pasaríamos? Nosotros sabemos si he, como dos mil o mil ochocientas hectáreas que le
estamos manteniendo este recurso, es intocable. Estamos respetando, estamos
respetando pero dentro de ahí teníamos que ver muchas necesidades. Existen muchas
necesidades más, más grandes. Por eso muchas veces yo, yo he pedido hacia las
instituciones queremos que nuestra gente prepare, no con una capacitación, sino el
pueblo chachi, nacionalidad de chachi. Nacionalidades chachis queremos preparar así
como ustedes: “Estoy haciendo un estudio para hacer doctorado acá”, estar
investigando para, para graduar en eso tipos de, de superior, títulos académicos.
Entonces los Chachis nosotros necesitamos así de esa manera que después en el futuro
que no, si, Simón se llama, si, usted llega hacer estudio a nosotros, no Juliana que venga
hacer estudio a nosotros, sino nosotros como Chachis vamos a ser dueños de todo esos
recursos naturales. Los Chachis mismos harán sus proyectos y vamos a manejar nuestro
territorio, y nosotros le diremos “Señor Estadounidense, Estadounidense, tenemos estos
recursos que hay para los Chachis.” O sea eso, eso es mi, mi, desde mi punto de vista,
ese es nuestro objetivo del pueblo Chachi, no solamente de Chachis que vamos estar
debajo de, de las, del asiento, que vamos estar produciendo, sino tenemos que salir
nacionales, internacionales defendiendo nuestro derechos de pueblo como
nacionalidades Chachi. Eso es lo que yo he pedido a, al, ya basta de Juliana que viene de
afuera… eso es lo que queremos saber después, descubrirle en el futuro que es lo que
vamos, va a suceder como nacionalidad Chachi a, a Socio Bosque. Que pasaríamos?
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The President of the Federation of the Awá Centers of Ecuador at that time told me that,
as he understood it, the government says that the natural resources need to be exploited,
that there needs to be oil palm, mining, oil exploitation, and other extractive industries in
Ecuador so that the government can pay for the education and health of the Ecuadorian
people. He pointed out, that the government does not pay for these after all so the people
feel forced to cut down trees and exploit their resources to pay for these needs
themselves. Then comes along a program like Socio Bosque to save the people from their
own destruction and alleviate poverty, to save the forest, but according to him, these
programs distract people from paying attention to responsibilities of state, especially
within a new framework of the supposed right to Living Well (pers.com. 26 April 2009).
Communities must pay back half of money earned if they violate the rules. Here the
statements made by NGO representatives demonstrate that the Ecuadorian government,
by not promising to protect the areas of conservation concession, is implicated in a
“catch-22 double dispossession”. First, it may be near to impossible for the people to
break their Socio Bosque contracts, obligating them to conserve the territories from
where the state can extract and market their ecological services. Second, if the people
demand that these contracts are broken and have no money to pay back the state for the
money received, state seizure and usurpation of the land itself could potentially be part of
the plan.
One NGO representative explains:
Where the people have a signed agreement for 20 years, and where if they decide
to go ahead and break the agreement in advance, they must generate a technical
report to the Ministry of Environment that will determine the liability of such
persons to return to the state at least half of [the money] that has been delivered
to them up to that point in the agreement. Then, for example, the people spent 10
years [in Socio Bosque] and during those 10 years the people were satisfied and
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continued to receive funds from the program, then at some point they decide that
they do not want to conserve the forest any longer and want to have another
activity within the forest, I do not know under what criteria that the Ministry is
under to do an assessment and identify and say “Well, people, you….”, for
example in the case of Playa de Oro, during the 10 years who received $320,000
in 10 years of Socio Bosque, if the Ministry sees it pertinent to do the inspection
and technical report, and under what terms, we do not know, decides
“Gentlemen, good, no problem Partner you can leave Socio Bosque, but must
return at least $160,000”, this is people who do not have to pay a doctor. Where
you want to them to get the $160,000 then?85
—(pers.com. 3 December 2009)

Acción Ecológica (2010) drives home this point: “Given that the communities
will be able to come up with the money necessary to return the money, this clause is a
chain that impedes the anticipated exit of the project by the landowners and communities.
With this contract they would be chained to the program of Socio Bosque”86. Again, I
ask, what happens to the land, the only object of value that these communities own, if the
communities decide that under no circumstances do they want to continue in Socio
Bosque? Well, then it seems they have to stay and conserve, essentially becoming
conservation servants, and giving up their ecological services to be dispossessed by the
state, or turn over their land. That is why I believe Socio Bosque can be thought of as a
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Original Text: Y en donde la gente tiene un convenio suscrito por 20 años en donde si es que ellos deciden
salir anticipadamente o romper el convenio anticipadamente el Ministerio del ambiente tiene que generar
un informe técnico que determinará la obligación de estas personas de devolver al estado al menos la mitad
de lo que se les ha sido entregado durante todo el tiempo del convenio. Entonces, por ejemplo si es que hay,
si es que pasaron 10 años y durante esos 10 años la gente estuvo conforme y siguió recibiendo los fondos de
Socio Bosque y en determinado momento deciden que ya no quieren tener más conservado el bosque que
quieren tener otra actividad dentro del bosque resulta que el Ministerio bajo no se que criterios tiene que
hacer una evaluación y determinar y decir “Bueno señores ustedes”, por ejemplo, durante los 10 años
recibieron en el caso de, de Playa de Oro recibieron 320 mil dólares en los 10 años si, si es que el
Ministerio ve pertinente por que no se sabe bajo que términos can hacer la, la inspección y el informe
técnico podrían definir y decir bueno señores no hay ningún problema ustedes se salen de Socio Bosque
pero tienen que devolver al menos 160 mil dólares. Es gente que no tiene para pagar un médico de donde
quieres que saquen 160mil dólares entonces
86

Original Text: Dado que las comunidades no podrán reunir el dinero necesario para dicha devolución,
esta cláusula es un candado que impediría la salida anticipada del proyecto por parte de los propietarios y
comunidades. Con este contrato estarian encadenados al programa Socio Bosque por muchos años.
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catch-22 double dispossession and a violation of the basis of the constitution and
international rights.
Socio Bosque is and will be affiliated with REDD (Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and Degradation). Another serious omission to the Socio Bosque contract
and agreement signing is that the government of Ecuador, specifically the Ministry of
Environment, along with other affiliate NGOs, with Conservation International having a
lead role, was beginning negotiations with the aforementioned international Reducing
Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation (REDD) program. To remind the reader,
REDD is a proposed carbon trading mechanism that would include a land-based offset
program for compensating developing countries and ‘the poor’ for protecting forests
(Forest Peoples Programme, 2008; Gordon, 2008; Redman, 2008). REDD is a program
that is under a great deal of debate by different regional caucuses of the United Nations
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues. And many Indigenous organizations oppose
REDD, calling it a mechanism of CO2lonialism (IEN 2007). Nevertheless, the
Ecuadorian government and environmental NGOs are negotiating REDD behind closed
doors. What effects this will have on Socio Bosque are unclear. For instance, in an
interview with one of the people in charge of Socio Bosque, I suggested that the
communities might have to change Socio Bosque contracts (a national program) when
REDD (an international program) was approved because, for instance, perhaps REDD
will have different rules, he responded that this was a good point, as if they had not
thought of that yet (pers. com. 13 December 2009).
No, Socio Bosque is a project that is not REDD. Socio Bosque is a, is going to be
and enter like a component of REDD because Socio Bosque is much more than
REDD. Socio Bosque has three primary goals. The first goal is just the
conservation of the environmental services that the forest provides, right, in
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general all the services that there can be, one. The second goal of Socio Bosque
is just to reduce the emissions of CO2, in other words, to try to maintain the
carbon submerged. And the third is the reduction of poverty in the forest zones
that have been defined as the most poor zones of the country. So Socio Bosque
has three goals at the same level [of importance]. Not one is more that the other,
but that these goals practically share the same level [of importance]. For this
reason it is not REDD, but all the experience that Socio Bosque has generated
because it is a payment for conservation, the same that REDD is seeking to be.
Ecuador is entering all this experience in REDD, and Socio Bosque will enter to
be a component of REDD, of all the mechanism of REDD of the country. But
Socio Bosque will not be considered or framed as REDD because REDD is a
thing, simply the reduction of [carbon] emissions. And of course, if we speak
about REDD Plus it goes beyond this. We are not speaking yet of….Then Socio
Bosque would enter as part of REDD but it is not our REDD mechanism. I mean,
I am not sure if you understand me… 87
—(Representative of the Direction of Mitigation and Climate Change Action,
pers. com. 22 December 2009)

Not only does the statement made by this representative under the Director of Mitigation
and Climate Change Action not make sense, this statement demonstrates that this person
is unclear about how these programs work. First of all, REDD does actually share the
same three goals outlined as unique to Socio Bosque (Forest Peoples Programme, 2008;
Gordon, 2008; MAE, 2008a, 2009; Redman, 2008). Second, as discussed earlier in the
chapter, the main difference is that REDD is actually a payment for the ecological
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No, haber Socio Bosque es un proyecto que no es REDD. Socio Bosque es un, va a ser y entrar como un
componente de RED por que Socio Bosque es mucho más que REDD., Socio Bosque tiene tres metas
primordiales. La primer meta es justamente la conservación de los servicios ambientales que provee el
bosque ya, en general todos los servicios que pueden haber, una. La segunda meta de Socio Bosque es
justamente reducir las emisiones de CO2, o sea tratar de mantener el sumidero de carbono. Y la tercera es
la reducción de la pobreza en las zonas de bosque que se ha definido que estas zonas son de las zonas más
pobres del país. Entonces Socio Bosque tiene estas tres metas al mismo nivel [de importancia]. No es que
una es más que la otra, sino que es prácticamente compartimos al mismo nivel [de importancia] estas
metas. Por eso no es REDD pero toda la experiencia de Socio Bosque que se ha generado por que si es un
pago por conservación, igual que es lo que busca REDD. [El Ecuador] se está ingresando toda esa
experiencia dentro de REDD y Socio Bosque entraría a ser un componente de REDD, de todo el mecanismo
REDD del país. Pero no se lo considera y no se lo enmarca como REDD por que REDD es una cosa, es
simplemente la reducción de emisiones [de carbono]. Y claro su hablamos de REDD Plus va más allá no
estamos hablando ya de…. Entonces Socio Bosque entraría como parte de REDD pero no es nuestro
mecanismo REDD, o sea no se si me entiendes…
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services, not just a conservation incentive. But because it is an international carbon offset
and trading program REDD funds are negotiated by, go directly to, and are distributed by
state governments. Socio Bosque funds, as little as they might be, go to the communities,
but again only as conservation incentives so as to conserve the ecological services.
A representative of another Ecuadorian NGO explains the differences between
Socio Bosque and REDD, and how they work together, more clearly. Putting Socio
Bosque and REDD within the framework of the new constitution (specifically Article 74,
although she does not mention it here), she proposes that Socio Bosque is a negotiating
tool for obtaining funds and loans from REDD, and Acción Ecológica (2010) agrees:
The other thing is that the constitution establishes now is that the Ecuadorian
State is going to define who is the owner, in so many words, of the
environmental services that the country generates. This also gives a space to the
state for negotiating at the international level in the same REDD mechanism. I
mean, one thing is to go with 10 thousand hectares and another is to go with three
million. Socio Bosque is a very good way to do it, a very good business
deal…The theme of negotiating in REDD will be in function of the more
hectares [in conservation] you have, the more this generates [carbon] capture,
that greater benefit at the global level. For that reason they should pay much
more for greater quantities of hectares. The opposite is happening with Socio
Bosque.88
—(NGO representative, pers. com. 3 December 2009)

Between November 2008 and June 2009, I conducted a few workshops in the three
communities where I worked to try to inform community members about some of the
discussions going on about climate change and future climate change mitigation
development that could affect them. I found that until I mentioned REDD, no one had
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La otra cosa es que la constitución establece ahora que es el estado ecuatoriano el que va a definir y es el
dueño, en pocas palabras, de los servicios ambientales que se generan en el país. Eso también le da un
espacio al estado para negociar a nivel internacional en el mismo mecanismo REDD, o sea una cosa es que
vaya uno con 10 mil hectáreas y otra cosa es que vaya con tres millones. Socio Bosque es una muy buena
forma de hacer, un muy bien negocio...el tema de la negociación en REDD será en función a que mientras
más hectáreas [en conservación] tienes como eso genera mayor captación [de carbono] tiene un mayor
beneficio a nivel global por lo tanto deberían pagar mucho más por mayor cantidad de hectáreas lo
contrario que está sucediendo con Socio Bosque
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even heard of REDD. In fact, they were still trying to figure out what Socio Bosque was
and asking me to try to outline the way it works to see if there were any benefits that
might be able to reap from this program. It seems that even just a bit more than a year
later, Indigenous communities in Ecuador are more informed and arming themselves with
information about the interrelations between REDD and Socio Bosque, as became clear
during the “Encuentro de Mujeres Frente al Cambio Climático” (Meeting of Women
Against Climate Change), a meeting that took place in Tena (Amazon Region) July 2009
with women from CONAIE and CONFENIAE89, the national and Amazon Indigenous
organizations of Ecuador.
Socio Bosque leaves ‘unclear’ who is responsible for signs and delineation, monitoring,
and protection of the conservation areas. Socio Bosque contracts makes it clear that there
will be in situ monitoring, in which officials can show up in any moment to take pictures,
take measurements, in addition to using remote sensing (Socio Bosque, 2008c, 2008d;
Acción Ecológica, 2010). They also make it clear that the communities will be largely
responsible for protecting their conservation areas as each community has 15 obligations
(including yearly declarations to be approved by the state) to fulfill and the state has three
(Acción Ecológica, 2010). Yet, there are parts of the contracts that oblige the
communities to delineate and demarcate their lands, and the high physical and economic
costs and that they were solely responsible for doing so, were less clear, and some of the
communities were surprised when they found out this was the case (NGO representative,
pers. com. 1 December 2009):
89

Per usual CONAICE, the Coastal Indigenous organization was not part of the meeting. Although the
coastal rainforests are most in danger, the leaders and communities of the Coast are rarely invited to
participate in such meetings.
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So there is a ministerial agreement that created Socio Forest and that it is to be
administered by the Ministry of Environment and that outlines the general
guidelines of Socio Forest. And then another ministerial agreement was created
which establishes the rules of operation, where it is to take place, who is
responsible, things like I mentioned a while ago: which responsibilities the
communities, the beneficiaries of the incentive, have, and the responsibilities of
the state. If you start your weigh on a scale, when I do a business deal with
whatever person, I weigh my responsibilities with that of the other person. In the
Socio Bosque agreement there are virtually no Socio Bosque responsibilities of
the Ministry except to pay. And wow, there are many responsibilities that the
communities have to fulfill. If and when the communities question some of the
things like, for example, the fact that they have to open territorial boundaries [in
the forest] to demarcate the territory, that they would have to put up signs, you
have responses from the Ministry, but they are responses that legally leave things
in the air. Because if I sign an agreement that says I have to put labels, I have to
put signage. I mean, if I succeed in temporarily doing a business deal together
with you we share the costs of the signs, cool. We've accomplished something.
Well but if the agreement says that I have the obligation to make the signs,
another person comes, another minister or another from the government, simply
the community has to has to put signs there, open the territorial boundaries, and
opening these boundary lines for 10 000 hectares cost a lot, so much that even the
[national] protected areas are fully open and do not have clear the boundaries.
And there you are asking the communities to open the boundary lines and to
delineate the territory that is zoned for Socio Bosque.90
—(NGO representative, pers. com. 3 December 2009)

I propose that Socio Bosque in part was created for “community” surveying and mapping
and monitoring of resources, in part to do what the “pelucones” (fancy government
90

Original Text: Entonces hay un acuerdo ministerial que dice que se crea el programa Socio Bosque y que
es administrado por el Ministerio del Ambiente y que, y se ponen los lineamientos generales de Socio
Bosque ya. Y luego se crea otro acuerdo ministerial del cual se establece el reglamento de funcionamiento,
en donde, se norma y se dice haber es responsabilidad, en donde están cosas, como las que te mencioné
hace un rato: que responsabilidad tiene la comunidad o el beneficiario del, del invcentivo y que
responsabilidad tiene el estado. Si tu te pones a pesar en una balanza las responsabilidades cuando yo
supuestamente hago un negocio con cualquier persona un poco en esa balanza tiene que equilibrarse la
responsabilidad mía y la responsabilidad de la otra parte. En el convenio de Socio Bosque no existe
prácticamente responsabilidades por parte del Ministerio a más de pagar el incentivo ay, pero si existe un
montón de responsabilidades que tiene que cumplir los beneficiarios. Si, y cuando se cuestionaron algunas
de las cosas como, por ejemplo, el hecho de que tenían que abrirse mangas, que tendrían que ponerse
letreros y cuestiones tienes respuestas del Ministerio, pero son respuestas que desde mi perspectiva
jurídicamente están en el aire. Por que si yo firmo un convenio en el que dice que yo tengo que poner
rótulos yo tengo que poner rótulo, o sea si yo logro temporalmente una negociación contigo de que los
rótulos iniciales los ponemos a medias chévere. Hemos logrado algo. Bueno, pero en el acuerdo dice que yo
tengo la obligación de poner los rótulos. Entonces si viene otra persona, viene otro ministro u otro gobierno
simplemente la comunidad tiene que cumplir con lo que dice ahí poner rótulos, abrir mangas y abrir
mangas en 10 mil hectáreas cuesta, cuesta tanto que ni siquiera las mismas áreas protegidas tienen
completamente abierta las mangas en los límites de las áreas protegida. Y estás pidiendo a las comunidades
que abran mangas y que delimiten el territorio que está zonificado para Socio Bosque.”
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people from the city) do not want to do. A Chachi community member explains what
their responsibilities are—to measure and parcel out which portion of their territory will
be Socio Bosque, and what he believes the government’s responsibility is—to help them
control the territory and augment their income for the work they are doing:
We entered into Socio Bosque program to have a little more income and to have
more control. Because they said that the government would control this Socio
Bosque reserve that we are going to parcel out; we have already measured.
—(pers. com. 11 November 2009) 91

While some people think that the state might help them to protect their territory,
others are quite clear that the state has not taken up this responsibility. Here an Awá
leader speaks to these themes:
Regarding the Socio Bosque program, which is clearly of the government, it is
deeply worrisome, no? Obviously they come with the ideas that they want to give
a resource [money] to conserve the forest. Then I think the government does not
know what role to play. What is it that they would be thinking? For one side
which the largest project is the implementation of the proposed mining
companies’ projects, the extraction of minerals, and secondly, they come with the
project of payment for conservation—it’s not a payment for environmental
services…the Socio Bosque Program, then is playing between conservation and
also extraction, so this is a grave problem for us, no?
We will not accept that the Socio Bosque program is implemented Awá territory.
Recently in the assembly, we, the council government, stated that we want to
present a counter proposal. I know that this resource [Socio Bosque] and that it
should be used, but we are not here for that. We do not accept to accept it, but
instead ... The earth is the main thing for us. If we accept this Socio Bosque
program it means that we're delivering the territory and for us, life, the territory is
life; without the territory are not Awá ...92

91

“…Entremos en programa del Socio Bosque para mejorar un poco más ingreso y, y tener más control.
Por que decían de que con este Socio Bosque desde el gobierno controlaba la reserva que vamos, que
vamos parcelizar; ya tenemos ya está medido.”
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Original Text: En cuanto al programa del proyecto Socio Bosque, que es netamente del gobierno, es
bastante preocupante no, obviamente viene con la, con las ideas de que, con las ideas de que se quiere dar
un recurso para que conserve su bosque. Entonces yo creo que también el gobierno no se que papel va a
jugar. Que es lo que está pensando? Por que uno es que para él el proyecto más grande es la
implementación del proyecto de las empresas mineras, de extracción de minería y segundo viene con el
tema del proyecto del pago por conservación—no es pago por servicio ambiental …el programa Socio
Bosque, entonces está jugando entre la conservación y también la extracción, entonces es un problema
grave para nosotros no?
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—(Leader of FCAE, pers. com. 7 December 2009)

An NGO representative demonstrates that even though the state is pretending not
to take the sides of either conservation or development, trying to give both an equal
chance—albeit that the rich can develop and the poor should conserve, ultimately mining
and extraction wins out as a state priority. This person demonstrates that the Ministry of
Environment’s Socio Bosque agreements do not have any clauses that defend the
communities in the face of the most threatening development activities:
Socio Bosque has the right to decide and to what extent it will guarantee the
cutting down of the forest. If somehow when communities, let’s say for an
example a mining company wants to come in, and they [the community] have
signed a Socio Bosque agreement. They asked if they have the priority and if the
state will defend them, and if it will be a cause so that the state will not hand over
the mining concession in the forest. The minister's response was "this is a
national priority activity. Therefore we cannot decide. That is decided by the
President of the republic". Now, and being a national priority, it simply means
that Socio Bosque will only work as long as it serves the state. In the moment
when there is an offer, as in the case of Playa de Oro—they have a [gold] mine in
their territory, and it is being considered like on the priority zones for mining
exploitation, it doesn’t matter if they have signed a 20 year agreement. And then
they are mining in, and is considered one of the priority areas for mining. And
the Ministry agreement do not have a single clause of some form to defend the
communities with respect to these type of activities that are the most criminal
with respect to forest conservation.93
…No vamos aceptar de que se implemente el programa Socio Bosque del territorio Awá. Ahora en la
asamblea también nos ha dicho de que como consejo de gobierno queremos presentar una contra
propuesta. Yo se que el recurso viene y se debe aprovecharlo, por para eso no estamos. No queremos
aceptarlo por aceptar, sino, más bien… La tierra es lo principal para nosotros. Si estamos aceptando este
programa Socio Bosque, significa que nosotros estamos entregando el territorio y para nosotros, la vida, el
territorio es la vida; sin el territorio no somos Awá…
93

Original Text: Socio Bosque tiene razón de ser o no razón de ser y cuanto va a, a garantizar o no que se
tale el bosque. Si de alguna forma cuando las comunidades han planteado, que si es que una empresa
minera por ejemplo quiere entrar, y ellos han firmado un convenio con Socio Bosque. Ellos preguntarion si
ellos tienen la prioridad y el estado les defendería, y sería una causal para que no se entregue la concesión
minera dentro del bosque. La respuesta de la ministra fue, “esa es una actividad de prioridad nacional. Por
lo tanto nosotros no lo podemos decidir. Eso lo decide el Presidente de la República”. Ya, y siendo una
actividad de prioridad nacional, simplemente quiere decir que Socio Bosque sirve mientras le sirva al
estado, momento en que haya una oferta, por ejemplo en la, en el caso de Playa de Oro—ellos tienen
minería adentro—y está considerado como una de las zonas prioritarias para la explotación minera no
importa que ellos hayan firmado un convenio de 20 años con el estado si es que ellos someten a subasta la
concesión del bloque minero en Playa de Oro no importa que exista esa convenio. Y los convenios del
ministerio no tienen ninguna cláusula que de alguna forma defiendan las comunidades con respecto a este
tipo de actividades que son las más atentatorias con respecto a la conservación del bosque.
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—(NGO representative, pers. com. 1 December 2009)

In relation to such issues, Acción Ecológica (2010) cites the Director of Socio
Bosque himself who says that Socio Bosque will not rule out the possibility that
(destructive) activities like mining or oil extraction take place in the conservation areas of
the program (Lascano, 2010). In an interview with this same person (13 December 2009),
he told me that any seismic testing for oil or mining plans are plans of another Ministry
and Socio Bosque and the Ministry of Environment are not only unaware of them, but
Socio Bosque has no say over what they decide to do. These sorts of opaque answers and
norms—or lack thereof—on the part of Socio Bosque violate the communities’ rights to
free, prior, and informed consent.
Ministry of Mining and Oil are asking communities’ permission to do seismic testing in
same lands reserved under Socio Bosque. When I went to have a conversation with one
of the Chachi communities that was previously part of the Grand Chachi Reserve and
now was being transferred to Socio Bosque, one of the people there told me that within a
month of signing the agreement, Petroecuador came to ask them to sign an agreement to
permit seismic testing for oil and mines for the next five years (pers.com. 17 November
2009). When I mentioned this to the Awá President he said that this was happening all
throughout Esmeraldas and it was no secret (pers.com. 26 April 2010). Once again
communities, trying to keep their children healthy and to send them to school, are put in
the space of neoliberal pendulum swinging between the big power conservation and
development schemes associated with the state. An NGO representative explains:
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This country is mainly in mining in the area of the “Corridor of Life” [the area
located in the Northern Frontier with Colombia in the Esmeraldas, Imbabura, and
Carchi Provinces]. In the area we're working on now there is 269 concessions,
mineral blocks. That's impressively large and most of these mining concessions
are in primary forests.... within the primary forests that they are conserving and
the majority of the concessions are within the territory of many of the Chachi and
Afro-[descendant] people who have entered the Socio Bosque program have
preserved. And we will have to see what the national government’s priorities and
strategies for the coming years. To the extent that the price of oil has not risen
enough, does not cover the expectations of the offers that the President has given
to communities, and the perspective of how it is handled—I do not know where
they get the money to comply with these offers—then the viable alternative for
the state at this time will be mining. The mining business was not for the state
before. Under the new mining law yes because the conditions of payment of,
international companies coming to exploit the mining are now different. Before
they didn’t pay almost anything to the state. Now they have to pay. Then if I need
money to cover the offerings, as the government, where am I going to get the
money? We will have to find out what the strategies are.94
—(pers. com. 3 December 2009)

She continues:
So the conventions are also weapons that are generated according to where they
are not actually seeing the [forest] people's interest. It turns out that if the state
defines the area of forest that is awarded within a Socio Bosque agreement as a
priority area—for oil or mining exploration or mining, or the creation of a
geothermal, or of a hydroelectric company that are national priority activities in
which the state defines what decides what to do—this breaks the agreement.
Yeah, so this type of thing I believe are important that the state begins to analyze
where they are being fair or not being fair in terms of which have signed these
agreements.95
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Original Text: Este país es eminentemente minero en la zona del corredor de vida, en la zona que
nosotros estamos trabajando en este momento hay 269 concesiones, bloques mineros, ya. Eso es
impresionantemente grande y la mayoría de esas concesiones mineras están en bosques primarios…. sobre
los bosques primarios que están conservados y muchos de ellos de los Chachis, de, de Afros que han
entrado en el programa Socio Bosque la mayoría de, de bloques mineros están en territorio de ellos si.
Habría que ver cuales son las prioridades y cuales son las estrategias para los próximos años del gobierno
nacional. En la medida en que el precio del petróleo no ha subido lo suficiente, no cubre las expectativas de
los ofrecimientos que el Presidente a dado a las comunidades y bajo la perspectiva de cómo está manejando
no se de donde van a sacar el dinero para cumplir con esos ofrecimientos, entonces la alternativa viable
más clara que podría tener el estado en este momento es la minería ya? Y la minería no era negocio para el
estado antes bajo la nueva ley minera si por que las condiciones de pago de las, de las empresas
internacionales que venían a explotar la minería son diferentes. Antes no pagaban casi nada al estado.
Ahora si tienen que pagar entonces si yo necesito dinero para cubrir los ofrecimientos como gobierno de
donde voy a sacar ya, entonces habría que averiguar cuales son las estrategias.
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Original Text: Entonces los convenios también son armas que están generadas en función a donde no
están viendo en realidad el interés de la gente. Resulta que si es que el estado define que la zona de bosque
que está adjudicada dentro de un convenio de Socio Bosque es zona prioritaria—para explotación petrolera
o explotación minera o la creación de una, de una geotérmica o probablemente de una, de una empresa he,
hidroeléctrica que son actividades de prioridad nacional en el momento en el que el estado defina y decida
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—(pers. com. 3 December 2009)

In sum, all of these statements made by Indigenous and Afro-descendant
community members, NGO representatives, Ecuadorian scholars, and Ministry of
Environment representatives show that Socio Bosque is a program that is very unlikely to
bring benefits to the communities. At best it is a flawed program and at worst it is a mask
for state intentions to usurp ecological services and resources or the lands of in
Indigenous territories. It is another example of a program developed without the input of
the people who are affected by it. One scholar who is familiar with the processes of the
creation of Socio Bosque said that the Ecuadorian government “does not have democratic
practices (no es un gobierno con prácticas democráticas)” (pers. com. 22 December
2009).
With about two weeks to go before I concluded my research in Ecuador, I
received an email from the Executive Director of the Socio Bosque in the Ministry of
Environment who said she had happened upon an abstract of this chapter. She asked if we
could meet. When I went to her office she and the Director of the Program were there,
and in a stern voice she told me that my paper was wrong. Not intimidated, I asked why
and she said that Socio Bosque is not a colonial program and that the communities are
content with the program, that it is very successful so far (I have shown this not to be the
case). I asked her if the community members had any say in the design of the program.
She said, no, but that the communities could decide how to spend their money (we
already know that story). I explained to her that it is not my intention to be merely critical
hacer—eso se rompe el convenio. Ya, entonces ese tipo de cosas yo creo que son importantes de que el
estado empiece analizar hasta donde están siendo justos o no están siendo justos los términos en los cuales
se han firmado esos convenios.
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of the efforts they are trying to make, but that the community members with whom I have
talked are not happy with the program, and that maybe they should make another trip
down to talk with the people.
I talked to another Socio Bosque person in the Ministry of Environment the
program. She stated “Nos anima que estamos conservando el bosque y la gente esta
contenta (We are excited that we are conserving the forest and the people are happy).”
When I asked if community leaders can take part in decisions about design, she
responded plainly, “No, toma de decisions es con autoridades. Promotores son
responsibles en el campo (No, the authorities make decisions. The promoters are
responsible in the countryside).” She added that Socio Bosques biggest problem is that
“la gente no sabe manejar dinero (the people do not know how to manage money)”.
(pers. com. 13 December 2009).
It may be that the people of this program are proud of what they are doing and
really putting forward their best efforts to bring benefits to the communities. Most likely
they are recent college graduates simply serving bureaucratic positions because they pay
well and they want to do something positive. They are told what to do by other
bureaucrats and everyone has a boss. As the Minister of Environment told the
communities about Socio Bosque and mining in their territories, “Well, that is a state
priority. The President of the Republic decides.” They are most likely told what to do and
they most likely do it and there is little room to make change or contest the rules.
Nevertheless, my research has shown that there is a large breach in
communication between the people in government positions and people in the
communities, and apparently between ministries as well. If these are not addressed, it
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seems most “well-intentioned” programs will go up in smoke. According to one La
Chiquita (who will not sign Socio Bosque contracts either) community member the Socio
Bosque people do not know how to analyze the situation or “Ellos estan haciendose
ciegos y sordos (They are making themselves blind and deaf)” (pers. com. 12 December
2009).
Conclusions: Defending Ancestral Territories from the Invisible (White) Hand
The Ecuadorian state says in Constitution in Article 74 that they have control of
all below ground resources and of any natural resource of interest to them, so what, I ask,
can Socio Bosque guarantee? Even if communities and individuals choose not to join
Socio Bosque, according to the new laws of the constitution, the government owns both
underground and now above ground—ecological services—rights. So what do the
communities own? Cannot the state simply intervene and trade these services anyway?
The state has two main obligations: to provide and protect. It is failing on both
accounts and violates communities’ rights to a clear process of free, prior and informed
consent in relation to development projects in their territories. Implementing a program
like Socio Bosque is not enough to mask, and in fact, may perpetuate and deepen the
state’s colonial relation to San Lorenzo (and other provincial) communities, but people
seem to be privy to this facade. It seems Socio Bosque acts as a pacifier and a
“dis(ex)traction” so that people do not cry out and make demands about what the state
obligated to provide, nor denounce and take legal action against the havoc the oil palms
are causing around their territories. If the Ecuadorian state would control oil palm
companies and actually reinforce that they must undergo inspections, certifications, and
environment regulation, the communities would need less money and would not have to
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spend so much money on fish and water. Socio Bosque does not contribute to food
sovereignty or self-sufficient economies of Living Well. Instead, the communities are
deployed to take care of ecological services so they are conserved and as a negotiating
tool for REDD presently. The idea seems to be to fashion neoliberal ecological-economic
subjects. I do not believe the people are so naïve as to fall into these traps any more, even
if they are new models.
It seems to me that in the face of climate change, the leaders of Ecuador and those
working in positions of the government who are supposedly working for a “revolución
ciudadana” (citizen’s revolution), thus far, have chosen climate change mitigation
development paths that disregard the demands of “la lucha de la gente” (the grassroots’,
the communities’ struggle). Unfortunately instead, what better speaks to what is
occurring in Ecuador is, at best, the invisible (white) hand of Socio Bosque reaching into
Indigenous and Afro-descendant territories, at best, to control both above and below
ground resources; at worst Socio Bosque is a vital part of national and international land
grab that transfers land and resources from the Global South’s peripheries to their state’s
center and from the Global South to the Global North. At the beginning of this chapter
Acosta is cited as stating that Socio Bosque is “…a very marginal program”, and while I
would like to be able to agree with him, I believe this chapter has demonstrated that
Socio Bosque is not marginal. Socio Bosque could have very real intended and
unintended consequences for the forested territories and lands of Indigenous and Afrodescendant peoples of San Lorenzo. If they were truly supported in their struggles for the
legislative promises made to them, then perhaps Socio Bosque could and would be
“Forest Companionship”, but instead, Socio Bosque, as it is currently designed and
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implemented is indeed very scarred and should be called “Forest Business Partnership”.
It does not live up to the respect that should be held for the convictions of the forest
communities that state “We, the poor, have always maintained the forest” (also cited in
the beginning of the chapter). Additionally, it is imperative that the ancestral
communities of San Lorenzo continue to inform themselves so that they in the future they
may avoid falling at the feet of the conservation and development that benefit those
creating the programs in Quito.
This chapter concludes by making suggestions towards a development paradigm
that is in fact revolutionary because it meets the demands of “la lucha de la gente” in
Ecuador and concurrently could contribute to mitigating the climate crisis. In order to do
so, this chapter has demonstrated that for a program to be evaluated as successful (or
not), the historical and political ecological context into which the program will be
implemented must be taken into consideration. In other words, Socio Bosque cannot be
evaluated outside San Lorenzo’s sea of oil palms and the other state supported extractive
programs—wood extraction and mining—in operation in the Northwest Pacific Coast
Region. The geographical context—space, place, and time—is of utmost importance to
recognizing “the face” of a place and how it might be affected by political economic
processes that assume it to be a clean slate. To avoid negative “unintended consequences”
of such programs, regional and national contexts into which climate change mitigation
and development programs are implemented also have to be taken into consideration as
well. As Olindo Nastacuaz pointed out (earlier in the text) government forest plans
created in Quito are not created within Indigenous peoples’ visions or cosmovisions of
how to manage their territories. Communities do not want only conservation or
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development; they want economies of Living Well: clean water, food sovereignty, and
safe access out of their territories, so that they can be included in the rest of the country,
when they choose.
Neither development nor conservation will work and people will not be content as
long as their territories constantly under siege. As it stands, and as discussed in Chapter
II, in the Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities of San Lorenzo, rivers are
poisoned, people must buy their fish, shrimp, and water now, and they can barely afford
medical bills or school utensils (and often times, this depends on cutting down a tree, if
they have to). The communities need fast money when their child unexpectedly goes into
the hospital from drinking contaminated river water.
The Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities are in the middle of a
postcolonial political economical and political ecological knot. People of different
Ministries of the government must be required to talk to each other. One division of the
government (Ministry of Energy and Mines) supports oil palm plantation expansion and
oil exploration, while the other going to tell people to conserve (Ministry of the
Environment). State supported wood extraction companies come into communities to ask
for (or demand, in the case of wood mafias mentioned in footnote 52) wood and then
conservationists blame them for using chainsaws and being “bad Indians”. Thus the
people losing more control over decision-making and territory each time. Different
ministries must coordinate with each other. Socio Bosque investments should not be
going towards basic services guaranteed by state. In this regard, NGOs should not act like
pacifiers, mediators between the states and the communities, promoting that Socio
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Bosque monies be spent on already guaranteed state health and educational services so
that people back down on their demands that the state meet their promises.
The ancestral communities of Ecuador should no longer be colonized as such, nor
should they have to be isolated, unless they decide that they want to be left alone. Yet,
my research shows that the government ministries are not doing their jobs96. I say that the
Ministry of Environment must do their job to control contamination and destruction, the
Ministry of Government must make sure that Paramilitary projects and money are not
controlling surrounding territory, the Ministries of Education and Health must make sure
basic state-guaranteed services are being met. Drawing from conversations with Olindo
Nastacuaz when we were at the UNFPII together (April 2010), an alternative way to
structure the government (as opposed to all these Ministries that preside over programs to
be implemented in Indigenous and Afro-descendant territories throughout the country)
would be give each Indigenous (and Afro-descendant) nationality money via the Ministry
of Finances. The money could then go directly to them for projects they design, not to
other Ministries and secondary organizations (NGOs).
Just like Socio Bosque and ecological service programs that involve carbon
offsets distract from dealing with and mitigate source of climate change problem,
programs like Socio Bosque distract communities from addressing source of their
poverty, especially as they now have to buy fish and water because their rivers are
destroyed from oil palm companies contaminating their rivers. The Ecuadorian state
should help defend the communities by making sure that oil palm companies comply
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And the people of the communities do not have almost anyone in spaces of power in who they can confide
with tales of their experiences or with their desires for their future.
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with the environmental laws and pay their fines for destructive consequences in their
territories. They should halt the expansion of extractive industries like mining and
supposed climate change mitigation strategies like replacing forests with palms. In
addition, they should uphold their commitments to educational and health services; the
communities spend a large amount of their money earned on these expenses. At times
people may feel forced to take up a chainsaw to be able to pay their bills. Perhaps if the
state paid these services, as promised, there would be no need for programs like Socio
Bosque. I wonder though, which is less expensive for the state: Upholding these promises
to every individual in a growing population for these services or paying whole
communities between .5 and 30 U.S. dollars per hectare in Socio Bosque? Socio Bosque
can be thought of as a process of distraction from these state services, and if indeed the
state economically benefits from controlling ecological services in their territories, as
outlined in Article 74 of the constitution Socio Bosque, the program is also a form of
colonial and capital accumulation by dispossession.
A revolutionary approach to development and climate change requires a total
restructuring of economy and, apparently, another altering of the constitution. The three
pillars of the Ecuadorian constitution—rights- and identity-based development that
respects both human and non-human rights—must be at the very foundation of rebuilding
a new economy from the bottom up. A more revolutionary program does not just pinpoint
one solution. It requires a package of various legislative and structural changes.
In a truly post-extractive economy such programs must be based on autonomous
communal territories’ people’s involvement in the design, real compensation for the
‘resources’ they have, and enforcement of constitutional and international laws that
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protect their territories from being encroached upon. Indigenous and Afro-descendant
community-controlled and -defined ecological services, especially in relation to rights of
Nature, might be a whole other concept that may not be remotely related to dividing
Nature into 23 ‘ecological services’ for humans (see footnote 22), for example.
In sum, the hope of creating economies of Living Well and respecting the rights
of Nature—the foundations of more viable climate change mitigation and development—
lies in respecting the associated articles and laws of Plurinationality that support
autonomously managing territories. I close by asking again: In the face of climate change
and the demand for rights- and identity-based development, will the leaders of Ecuador
choose to collaboratively construct future paths that include the demands of “la lucha de
la gente” (“the communities’ struggle”) that are founded upon these three pillars? Or will
they continue to carve paths of the invisible hand of colonial pillage found in oil palm
plantation expansion and conservation incentives/ecological services development?
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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CHAPTER IV
Collaborative Activist Geographical Methods: Transcending ResearcherResearched Borders in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
Full Blood White Girl Walking the Thin Line
Maybe I am nothing more than an Indian-want-to-be. As far as we can tell, I
have no Indian blood. So if I go in defending what I believe is right, searching for
what I believe is true, and what I come up with is considered “Indian”, then all I
am is another white person stealing what doesn’t belong to me, a do-gooder
sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong. Yet, if I follow my heart, I find myself
walking a road between worlds, just like the half-bloods describe. If I search my
soul I cannot find peace and turn my back on the injustice that is at the heart of
this country- in almost every country in the Americas and around the world- done
by my so-called people.
I admit that I do not know what it is like to be Indigenous. I do not know what it
is to identify myself as part of a community since I was born nor do I have rich
cultural practices based on deep knowledge and wisdom about certain lands. I
am just beginning to be able to feel and read the power of the earth, behind the
sun, in the wind, and within, and even of that I am scared. I do not know what it
is like to grow up thinking about my ancestors being slaughtered because of
greed. I do not know what it is like to live as part of an ethnic peoples that the
dominant group argue no longer exist, as they have been pushed more and more
towards the margins of our countries, and removed from the eyes and ears of socalled civilized people so they can just forget the bloody foundations of their
nation. I do not have Indian blood, so I do not know how all these things truly
feel, and I guess I will never know.
Still there is this nagging at my heart that does not allow me to only search out
my own personal happiness, simplicity, or success. I can only wander in realms
of privilege exploring what it is of which I do not feel a part. It is not guilt, but a
profound dissatisfaction with a supposedly modern life. Although I appreciate
the opportunities that I have been given, I feel like I live in a mansion built on a
trash pit, and I just can’t seem to get rid of that stench. I feel the pain rising up
from the core of my being.
So maybe my tears are those of just another Indian-want- to-be. Maybe I am just
another do-gooder sticking my nose where it does not belong. Maybe the visions
that I have seen are white girl fantasies of wanting to be different. Or maybe I
am trying to belong to something that is not mine. And yet somehow I too feel
that I am walking between worlds, walking a thin line. But that other world, it is
not an Indian world because even though my blood runs red, mine is not that kind
of red. I ask myself then, as I struggle to find my voice, will I continuously be
misunderstood by Native and so-called non-Native people? Regardless, I
continue to work for and with Indigenous peoples of the Americas to defend their
right to self-determination over their language, culture, and lands.
—(written by author, 15 September 2004)

148

The quandary of the social science and activist-oriented researcher is that the
research is necessarily retrospective although the effects of those processes upon
which one focuses are residual. It is difficult to write about something emergent
and yet already past because of everyday transformations.
—(Kristina Lyons, Personal communication, 24 January 2009)

Introduction
I wrote the words of “Full Blood White Girl Walking the Thin Line” while I was
completing my Masters degree in Native American Studies at University of California,
Davis, where I felt like an “outsider”. It was not until I entered the Ph.D. program in
Geography at the University of Kentucky that I learned that these issues with which I was
struggling in this piece maybe understood with the help of a concept of “positionality”.
Positionality is acknowledging and reflecting on the place where one is in the world,
revealing how one arrived in a shared space, and openly discussing the struggle of who
one is, relative to the centers or margins of power and institutions to which they belong
(Cook et al., 2005; England, 2006; Haraway, 1983; Hartstock, 1987; Hopkins, 2007;
Jackson, 2000; Sidaway, 2000; Sultana, 2007). The challenge of positionality involves
focusing less on roots, and instead putting routes97 in the spotlight, when contemplating
one’s constantly transforming identity in the matrix of class, race/ethnicity, sexuality and
gender power relations, the socio-cultural communities with whom one identifies, and
one’s connection to places.
In my research in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
(canton of San Lorenzo in the Esmeraldas province) I am constantly thinking and
rethinking these ever-shifting relationships and identities, especially in the context of
power and privilege. Positionality speaks to the foundations of colonial relationships of
97

Stuart Hall (2000, p. 4) maintains, “Identities are…not the so called return to our roots but a coming to
terms with our ‘routes’”.
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power between “the discoverer” and “the discovered”, the relative position of power of
the researcher in relation to “the researched”, or those people with whom the researcher
has the potential to decolonize research relations, create a collaborative98 research
project, and establish a lifetime research-activism relationship based on being allies

98

There has been a broad range of research about participatory action research in the development-oriented
social sciences (Chambers, 1983; Pretty et al., 1995; Thomas-Slater, 2001; Wilmsen, 2006), and
specifically within the discipline of geography as well (Cahill, 2007a; Cahill et al., 2007; Jupp, 2007;
Kesby, 2007; Kindon, 2005; Kindon et al., 2007) Some more recent participatory action research questions
power, positionality, and the politics that define ‘legitimate’ ways of knowing (Cahill, 2007b; Dove, 1999;
Nast, 1998; Rocheleau and Slocum, 2001). Nevertheless, instead of the participatory action research
approach, I prefer to use a methodological framework called “collaborative research”, based in prinicipals
proposed by Smith (1999) and expanded upon in a comprehensive collection catalyzed by Smith and other
Indigenous researchers entitled, Handbook of Critical Indigenous Methodologies (Denzin et al., 2008). As
noted, Smith is very clear about colonial aspects of research from the perspective of herself, a Maori
woman, and the Maori communities themselves; the collaborative research methods approach indicates
divergent paths towards methodological transformation and away from colonial-based research relations.
The concepts of collaborative research has been adopted by ethnographers working in or with Indigenous
and other communities of Color (Lassiter, 2000; Watson and Huntington, 2008). Additionally, the
Indigenous Peoples Specialty Group (IPSG, 2010, p. 2) of the Association of American Geographers
(AAG) advocates collaborative research in geography:
The new paradigm of ‘collaborative’ research goes beyond ‘participatory’ research, by
making the community and its own ideas and self-determination processes central to the
project. Constructing power relations in which the academic researcher acknowledges
that Indigenous communities and people also produce knowledge is key. Moreover, as
collaborators, Indigenous peoples are no longer treated as simply ‘informants’, but
knowledge-holders and experts on particular topics in relation to their own identities,
histories, environment, and definitions of self-determination. Knowledge about
Indigenous peoples is not the same as Indigenous knowledge, which is held by the people
themselves.
Gibbs (2001) also highlights the differences between participatory and Smith’s ideas about collaborative
research. For me, the principal differences between collaborative and participatory are two-fold: 1)
collaborative research does not focus on ‘empowerment’ and participatory research does; 2) collaborative
research does not seek to translate the results back into scientific paradigms (participatory research that is
always striving to prove itself as ‘scientifically rigorous’), and instead, contextualizes the findings within
the language of ‘Other’ epistemologies. In other words, collaborative research questions existing power
structures between scientists and the people who are thought of as non-scientists. Until the differing
positionalities, and thus power differentials, of researcher and those who are often thought of as the
research subjects are negotiated, and until the discrepancies between the legitimacy of scientific
knowledges and ‘other’ knowledges situated in more marginal epistemological frameworks are confronted,
the academy continues to contribute to postcolonialist agendas.
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(IPSG, 2010; Smith, 1999). Kristina Lyons (a fellow Ph.D. Candidate in anthropology at
UC Davis), who I cited to start this chapter, also reflects on the researcher’s role and
speaks to the time-space quandary of these relationships that leaves the researcher
struggling with how to stay engaged in everyday complex and shifting circumstances.
Lyons’ quote, “Full Blood White Girl”, and the concept of positionality prompt questions
such as, “Why do we research with ‘the other’ in the first place?” or, “What is all of this
for?” or “Who are ‘we’ as researchers?”
I argue that the response to these questions is letting people speak for themselves,
and keeping what they say in their own terms, and keeping what they might think about
what we write or say, in the forefront of our analysis, taking their positionalities into
consideration as much as we do our own. Here I argue that decolonizing research means,
at its very basis, letting the “other”, the people on the ground—the peasants and the
Indigenous, Afro-descendant, and the Mestizo people speak for themselves—and taking
what they say in all seriousness.
In the end, I insist, collaborative and activist methodologies must be about
research relations. I believe this is where the hope comes in: maintaining these relations
and thinking that the people and communities with whom we work have something to
teach us, and not thinking that we have to have all the answers because it is obvious that
we do not. Research that will really make a difference can no longer be research that
translates ‘other’ ways of knowing and being in the world—other concepts of what life is
about—into the somehow more sophisticated and intellectual frameworks of our
academic and scholarly colleagues and predecessors.
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Lastly, these questions also beg the researcher to do some ‘soul searching’ and
this can be a heavy, emotional, and disheartening process of coming up with reasons
about why it may be important to continue with our research and how we think it might
make a difference. Hence, this chapter has some more personal and creative touches, and
argues that bringing in heart—checking in with ourselves, no matter how unpleasant and
‘unproductive’ it seems—is also an essential part of decolonizing research and sustaining
research with people in peace-with-justice processes so that more people on the planet
may live a life of dignity.
At this time-space moment on the earth, we can no longer concentrate on merely
“producing research” and think that we can intellectualize away the problems of racial,
economic, and political inequality and “uneven development” (Smith, 2008); these issues
stem from a crisis of relationships between “social beings” (Marx, 1976) with one
another and overcoming systems of class and racism and other systematic processes and
structures of oppression that are not shelved only in intellectual terms or realms, but very
much in people’s everyday sufferings and hurt about the colonial ways the world
continues to go round. Indigenous people across the world have built their ways of
approaching life on the foundation of “all my relations” (human-human, human-Nature,
human-all four directions, human-earth, sky, water, and air, etc.) since “time
immemorial” (Manuel and Posluns, 1974; Wildcat, 2009; Wilson, 2008) and believe that
today we suffer social and ecological consequences—e.g. climate change—that have
arisen from ignoring these relationships (La Duke, 2008; Lyons, 2008; Wildcat, 2009).
While social theory, for example, is an important space for academic analysis and
social change (Smith, 2010), I do not believe that social theory—or any field of academia
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or theory, research, or approach—has all the answers. Social theory or anyone’s idea of
the best approach to research in itself is not enough to create another type of world with
hope, justice, and peace. Approaching research with the mind and heart and taking what
people tell us about their everyday experience of living in the world as real knowledge,
shifting the center to the marginal and vise versa in knowledge-making processes, is at
the heart of decolonizing and restructuring geography and other social sciences that have
the potential to be spaces for both exchange and social change. But even as so, academics
will not be able to make effective change in the world alone.
In this chapter I therefore speak about research, ethical, and methodological
questions and struggles relative to the specificity of the space-time locus, to place, and to
the postcolonial political ecologies of my field research experience with the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region communities with whom I worked and with whom I
hope to continue to collaborate for years to come. I ask: How can we as researchers use
our positionalities to “scale up” or to bring the current crimes against Nature and
humanity to the attention of those people situated in places of power at national and
international scales? This chapter maintains that, through the very specific circumstances
that surround geographies of violence and terror, ethical research necessarily must adhere
to the ‘local’ geographies, and thus, become part of the people’s struggle for both hope
and justice. I call the methodological framework of questions and approaches, which is
sensitive to and contingent upon the postcolonial political ecologies of a place and
struggles of people to live a life with dignity, “collaborative activist geographical
methods”.
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The basic premise of collaborative activist geographical methods is that, in
conducting research with communities surrounded and infringed upon by geographies of
violence and terror, the researcher can and should participate in processes that activate
hope and work towards justice. Based on discussions in meetings and panels at the
Association of American Geographer’s Indigenous Peoples’ Specialty Group, I argue that
ethics and methods are interdependent and enmeshed when working with Fourth World
peoples (Indigenous, and arguably, land-based Afro-descendant communities; see
Chapter II), who share colonial histories and whose territories are still under siege by the
Global North and their own country’s political and economic ‘centers’.
Collaborative activist geographical methodologies, a more ethical methodology,
inevitably and necessarily involve decolonizing and healing (Middleton, 2010), the mind
(through seeing and hearing and unpacking research and systems of historically colonial
injustice) and the heart (through caring, healing, and compassion). Collaborative activist
geographical methods activate hope and work for justice. Middleton (2010) posits that
the starting point for such pathways of healing and decolonizing is planting our selves in
spaces where trauma and colonizing took place. Willems-Braun’s (1997) metaphor of
“buried” epistemologies and the call for “excavation” is also relevant here. Yet, we must
not only excavate the colonial-based systems and frameworks of conservation and
development that subjugate Indigenous systems and frameworks of relating to the land,
as Willems-Braun suggests; we must continue to dig deeper until we are able to excavate
the foundational Indigenous life practices and ways of knowing that these colonial
systems were built upon and buried. In this methodology the investigator is participating
in activities in which the objectives are three-fold: 1) doing research activities that assist
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in people’s struggle for basic human and Indigenous rights, as well as rights to
environmental justice (right of Nature), self-determination (within a Plurinationality
framework), and identity-based development (rights to Living Well, now part of the
Ecuadorian constitution) within their territories, 2) working within the community’s
research protocols, and 3) mindful of confronting and decolonizing research
methodologies.
Collaborative activist geographical methods are specifically geographical because
it is essential to use social networks and “jump scales” in this collaborative research and
activism in order to be able to understand the how and why of postcolonial political
ecologies and to seek solutions. Very basically, I maintain that collaborative activist
geographical methodologies must be based on supporting self-determination over
territory, resources, language, and culture of the communities with whom we conduct
research. To do so, we must collectively decolonize knowledge. And to decolonize
knowledge, researchers must learn to really see and listen, and to care enough to respect
the frames of reference and paradigms of the collaborators with whom they converse.
The following section discusses the postcolonial political ecological context of the
project and how it led me into my own personal struggles with hope and responsibility in
this research project. The second section explicates the theoretical frameworks based on
merging ideas about positionality and walking with the communities with whom we work
when they are situated in geographies of violence and terror. This framework builds on
and contributes to literature about critical and Indigenous methodologies (Smith, 1999;
Wilson, 2008). The third section discusses the heart and mind processes involved in
adjusting the methodological approach of my research to the everyday struggles of people
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living within a territory-region declared to be in a state of emergency and ‘putting into
practice’ theories and paradigms (decolonization and healing, respect, relationality,
reciprocity) that form the foundations of collaborative activist geographical methods. By
‘putting into practice’ I mean how I merged activism and research in my “fieldwork” by
engaging in the following collaborative activities with the communities in struggle: 1)
documenting and denouncing violations against ancestral communities; 2) giving
informative workshops about international and national postcolonial political ecological
processes, plans, and projects that might affect ancestral territories; 3) networking and
introducing Indigenous and Afro-descendant leaders to those from other communities at
regional, national, and international scales to share experiences and create shared
experiences; 4) disseminating research results in as many different forums as possible; 5)
Networking with other researchers in the same regions or similar research contexts:
sharing experiences and creating shared experiences and taking action; and, 6)
confronting violence and trauma and healing through conversation and creativity. The
conclusions demonstrate that collaborative activist geographical methods based on
decolonization and healing is absolutely central to establishing geographies of hope in
violent territory-regions like the Northwest Pacific Frontier of Ecuador.
Geographies of Terror and Violence and Research, Hope, and Responsibility
As should be clear by now, this research project, conducted in the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador, focuses upon externally-imposed violence
visited upon a place and peoples by geopolitical processes masked as development and
conservation projects. I have focused on hope in this project because I believe that it is
the essence of what fuels San Lorenzo communities’ struggles—their struggles for ‘poor’
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people’s rights to Living Well, to a life with dignity, justice, and peace. Yet, ironically, as
I reflect upon the research process, I realize that my own struggle for hope was perhaps
the biggest challenge that I confronted, much like James Ferguson (1999, p. 18) during
his fieldwork:
My fieldwork left me with a terrible sense of sadness and a recognition of the
profound inability of scholarship to address the sorts of demands that people
brought to me every day in my research, as they asked me to help them with their
pressing and sometimes overwhelming personal problems and material needs. I
could proceed with this book only after arriving at the realization that decline,
confusion, fear, and suffering were central subjects, and not mere background to
it.

I write this section to accomplish the following: 1) make the researcher’s—my
own—personal, emotional, and intellectual struggles a basic premise of this chapter (and
thesis); and 2) to argue that, if asked, we must “do something” to find our way out of
drowning in despair. In my own field notes I wrote: “I am feeling a lack of
accomplishment. The source of this is arriving to the communities and there is still no
solution… What is their way out of poverty [and especially in these circumstances of
increasing violence] … But do these people always need all they say? Do they suffer? Or
are these things just what they say when we (outsiders) come around? Probably a bit of
both, but I know they are desperate for projects that work” (16 November 2009). I
believe that I can further expand on my struggles for maintaining hope, which I believe is
my responsibility, by relaying the story of one extremely sunny afternoon—the way that
afternoons often tend to be— in San Lorenzo, Ecuador.
On that sunny day in December 2009, a friend of mine and I stood in the shade of
the wooden house’s porch, directly overlooking a crystalline, green river bend running
through a village surrounded by rainforest—a setting that at one point was typical of the
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canton of San Lorenzo, but now we had to hike in 3 hours to arrive at. This friend and
collaborator, Olindo Nastacuaz— then the President of the Federation of the Awá Centers
of Ecuador (FCAE), now the current President of the Confederation of Indigenous
Nationalities of the Coast of Ecuador (CONAICE)—had grown up in a wooden house
that his father had built, let rot, and rebuilt in different locations on the forest-cleared hill
on other side of the river we overlooked, the Pambilar River (see Figure 4.1). His father
and other elders founded this village, also named Pambilar. Olindo reminisced and told
me stories of raucous-rousing in the canoe with his older brother when they were
children.

Figure 4.1. Pambilar River.

I asked Olindo—who then lived in Ibarra where FCAE was housed—if he could
imagine himself coming back to Pambilar to live one day. He told me that it would be
near to impossible for him to be able to do so after having traveled all over the world in
the last few years and now having become so communications- and technology158

dependent. He said that he just could not imagine himself living the community life
anymore; his role in the world was different now. When I asked him if that made him
sad, he responded by shrugging his shoulders, tilting his head, and frowning with an
indifferent look in his eyes. He said that of course it made him sad, but that was just the
way his life had gone.
I had decided to inquire into how Olindo dealt with such changes because I know
him to be a leader, someone who neither second-guesses hope nor shirks from
responsibility when handed to him. I was interested in these questions because I had just
a little bit of time—weeks—left in Ecuador, and I saw our situation as quite similar in
many ways. Was my almost 13 years of commitment to this place and to the
communities, which had now become an integral part of my identity, really coming to an
end? Would ‘my path’ or ‘call to duty’ also prevent me from coming back and living for
a long period of time in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region communities,
where my life has gathered much more profound meaning in my collaboration in “la
lucha (the struggle)”? Or would it be other ‘local’ factors that would make my decision
for me?
The difference between Olindo and I—on the outside at least—was that I felt
devastated about the change upon which I was about to embark and I was unclear about
my degree of hope and responsibility in all this. I was and am worried about the future for
San Lorenzo residents. I have the option to leave, but they do not. What would become of
them, having to drink from poisoned rivers and with so much pressure from institutions
and individuals who want to destroy or save their forests? How will they find a resolution
to all this violence and end the exploitative conditions that surround and infiltrate their
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territories? Increasing ‘Colombianization’ and presence of irregular armed groups also
exacerbate their daily economic struggles. Geographies of violence and terror associated
with CO2lonialization are constituted by the infiltration into Ecuadorian frontier regions
by Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia, FARC), Ejército de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Army, ELN),
Colombian Paramilitary men, Aguilas Negras, Rastrojos, drug runners, organized mafias
of sicarios (hit men) (Redacción Judicial, 2010) associated with wood companies who
threaten the community people (most likely, with drug money) (pers. com. 16 November
2009), as well as those sicarios associated with oil palm companies who push people off
their lands by making death threats, and the corruption of local officials—especially in
relation to endorsing oil palm plantation expansion. These geographies cause forest
peoples to feel confined in their own lands. Although the recent militarization of the
frontier seemed to slightly relieve the security of the situation for canton residents, the
U.S.’s implementation of five military bases in Colombia is sure to only intensify the
incredibly complex Colombian conflict that is now as much Ecuadorian as it is
Colombian (Ballvé, 2009a; Ballvé, 2009b, Ballvé, 2009c; Hernandez, 2010; pers. com.
23 December 2009). In this moment of conversation and reflection with Olindo, I was,
yet again, trying to come to terms with the reality that I might not ever be able to work in
this region again due to such events. I was trying to understand what it meant that, after
all the stories people had shared with me and all the roads we had walked together, I
would simply be packing my bags in a few weeks to go “home” with no set date of
return.
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My mind drifted like the waters over the rocks in River Pambilar. I remembered
back to a few months earlier, when I went to the Colombian side of the frontier region, to
Tumaco, with an international human rights delegation in July 2009. In the mission I was
very distraught to find my suspicions were confirmed: oil palm plantations are of prime
interest to the Colombian state because they are essential to drug money laundering, to
controlling territory, to the future of megadevelopment projects, and to continuing the
their economically lucrative civil war. In other words, agrofuel production (and climate
change mitigation discourses), oil palm plantation expansion, aerial spraying of coca,
narcotics (and specifically, cocaine) trade and trafficking, internal displacement and
emigration to Ecuador, conservation concessions, and the presence of violent armed
groups are all processes that are part of a giant geopolitical knot in which it is impossible
to tease out one process from another. The Colombian state organizations, like the
Defensoria del Pueblo (Human Rights Protection Office) in Bogotá, claim that oil palm
plantations and agrofuel production are “less a priority” than “el problema más grave: la
violencia (the more grave problem: the violence)”.
As I watched the waters round the bend in the river, I tried to position myself in
these discussions and reason out and recreate a purpose in my research. My stance in
these discussions and geographies is that “la violencia”, oil palms, and agrofuels are one
and the same. Having listened to the people in both Colombia and Ecuador insist upon
these interconnections, and being asked to get the word out, I intend to continue spread
the news about these congruencies within the geographies of violence in Colombia and
Ecuador. The people with whom I collaborate and I are convinced: Oil palm plantations
and conservation concessions are the most recent articulation and cultivated mask of
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climate change mitigation development that conceals motives of territorial control,
ecological destruction, ethnocide, and land grabbing.
Coming back to the moment, and feeling very much caught in and overwhelmed
by the intricacy of the intertwined layered and the multi-dimensional corruption of it all, I
turned to my friend, and I asked him, “Olindo, what does research mean anyway? Why
do we even do it? Whom is it supposed to serve?” I was concerned about the degree to
which research can really make a difference in such intense and complex international,
national, regional, and local contexts. These are the questions that I asked Olindo and that
resounded with my struggle to maintain hope for the Northwest Pacific Frontier
Territory-region’s communities, rainforest and forest creatures, and essentially, the future
for grassroots and identity-based development throughout the world, and to assure that
my research can be somehow purposeful or meaningful.
As Olindo was President of the Federation of Awá Centers, and thus making the
best decisions he could for the future of seventeen communities, he listened to my
questions, but to be honest, I do not recall him responding much to these final questions
about research. My guess was that the silence I remember indicated that he was thinking
more about the practicalities of how he and his people will move forward through this
entangled mess of corruption and violence, paso a paso (step by step); he was leaving the
more ‘academic’ answers up to me to figure out.
I am pretty sure that the searching described here is just the beginning of a
continuous lifelong endeavor to sustain hope in, and come to peace with, conducting
research within the very not peaceful San Lorenzo. I was trying to make sense of the
circumstances in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region that point to particular
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postcolonial political ecologies of commoditizing and neo-liberalizing the economic and
climate crises while using the latter’s mitigation as a facade for some very disconcerting
geopolitical processes. And, as I write these words, I still find myself trying to establish a
space of peaceful and hopeful resolution within the research process: a process haunted
by power struggles.
My time in Indigenous land conflict meetings, community meetings, and the
agrofuel missions in Colombia has taught me that I have to speak up and stand my
ground when I disagree. As a researcher, what I understood to be the heart of my
responsibility is to listen to what the people have to say and to document these local
postcolonial political ecologies and contextualize them within greater geopolitical and
globalization processes, especially in relation to climate change. As my Afro-ecuadorian
friend repeatedly told me, “Julianne, you know the reality of how we live, you know how
it is here in the communities. It is good that you go out and spread the word, wherever it
may be.” 99
Months later, on April 24, 2010, I encountered another facet of what I believe my
role as a researcher and activist had been and will be in San Lorenzo, in Ecuador, and in
the world. While attending the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
(UNPFII), Olindo and I went to a 3-D screening of Avatar with director James Cameron
and hundreds of Indigenous delegates from all over the world and other participants of
the UNPFII. Avatar showed Indigenous people from an imaginary world100 struggling
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Original text: “Juliana, usted sabe la realidad de como vivimos, sabe como es aca en las comunidades.
Esta bien si usted lo difunda donde sea.”
100

As Cameron explained to the audience, the Avatar world was one he dreamed of and created by reading
Anthropology books and combining different aspects of Indigenous Peoples’ cultures from all over the
world.
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against the destruction caused by mining companies in their territories, and together with
the white man—the hero, of course—and despite much devastation and death that they
had to endure, they were able to defend their lands and people. After the movie, UNFPII
Indigenous delegates showered Cameron with gifts made in their territories in places such
as New Guinea, the Ecuadorian Amazon, the Peruvian Andes, Canada, and Australia,
among other places.
In response Cameron told the audience, “The message has been taken”. He
conveyed to the audience how his wife had reminded him of the magnitude of the impact
Avatar had made in the world when she told him, “Not only is this an opportunity; it is a
duty.” He stated, “I have a responsibility…”
After a basically non-confrontational question and answer session between the
Indigenous leaders in the audience and Cameron, Mohawk journalist Kenneth Deer asked
Cameron a tough question, “You said that you had a duty. Are Indigenous people asking
you to be their avatar?”
Here Cameron understood what was being said, that perhaps like Avatar, and
many others like Dances with Wolves, he was taking on the uninvited responsibility “to
save the Indians”. He thus clarified that he “…does not want that kind of responsibility,
[but] I think there is an opportunity here”, and since these doors only open once in a
while, he committed to helping out when asked and to trying to keep his ego out of it. I
highlight this moment of these conversations because these very nuanced distinctions
within relationships of power between insider and outsider, Indigenous and nonIndigenous, are key to decolonizing research and truly collaborative relationships.
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Anthropologist Philippe Bourgois (2008, p. ix) maintains, that the “global state of
emergency” in which we, as researchers and communities with whom we work find
ourselves, pushes beyond reflection and emotion. He argues that social scientists indeed
do have a responsibility “…to engage critically with the urgent crises faced by the
socially vulnerable under the global lie of democracy and neoliberal prosperity in the
2000s”. Thus, I agree with Kenneth Deer that if we are interested in decolonizing
research relationships, knowledge, and political ecological relationships with Indigenous,
Afro-descendant, and “other” communities, it is absolutely essential that we be asked to
step into the role of ally. Opaskwayak Cree Shawn Wilson (2008, p. 15) states,
Indigenous people are accustomed to research being conducted in their
communities. The research has neither been asked for, nor does it have any
relevance for the communities being studied. People are accustomed to seeing
researchers come into their communities, do whatever it is they do and leave,
never to be heard from again…. they have become resentful of research in
general.

Ultimately, this is the same point that Bourgois is making: if communities agree to invite
us to work in their communities and they are confronting forces and processes that
threaten their everyday “lifeworlds” (Buttimer, 1976), we cannot just take our “data” and
walk away. What is it that we are to do instead?
In the next section I expand upon other scholars’ theories on such issues and tie
together conversations about positionality, power, hope, and activism in contexts of
violence. I argue that ultimately, these scholars highlight the importance of both
decolonizing knowledge through adjusting methodologies to the specific postcolonial
political ecologies where we work and healing. These mind and heart issues and actions
are all signposts to collaborative activist geographical methods and, instead of walking
away, we decide upon walking with those people with whom we do research.

165

Walking with ‘The Other’: Theoretical Frameworks of Collaborative Activist
Geographical Methods
This section discusses the importance of walking with the people with whom we
conduct research. The first subsection discusses reflecting on positionality, pain, and
power relations in research and why doing so in contexts where geographies of violence
prevail is vital to combining research and activism (decolonization) and to sustaining
hope (healing) in our necessarily postcolonial political ecological methodologies.
Building on and hopefully contributing to the work of Middleton (2010), the second
section concludes with highlighting why both decolonizing and healing are key to
collaborative activist geographical methods.
Positionality, Pain, and the Paradoxical Frontiers of Healing and Decolonization
Hartsock (1987, p. 188) defines positionality as the concept that “…where we are
in the social structure as a whole and which institutions we are in…have effects on how
we understand the world”. Positionality is an idea that confronts both scientific
objectivism and relativity, as it underlines the fact that knowledge-making is subjective,
but not simply relative because different people have different access to power based on
their race/ethnicity, class, gender, and sexuality (Jackson, 2000).
Cook et al. (2005, p. 1) explain that the concept of positionality arose from the
“cultural turn” in the social sciences and geography and was conceived by feminist and
race theorists. Ultimately, positionality confronts the power relationships involved in
relationships in research and is very closely related to situated knowledge: a “politics of
knowledge” that acknowledges that all knowledge is situated in the power relations in
and between peoples’ “multiaxial fields” and is derived from the relationships to one
another relative to their positions in these fields (Brah, 1996, p. 209). In the research
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context, positionality requires a reflexivity, or a “self-conscious analytical scrutiny of
one’s self as a researcher” and as a feminist methodology, examines the consequences of
power relationships, of difference, and how these differences are represented in a
particular research project (England, 2006: 289; Hopkins, 2007; Jones et al., 1997;
Nast,1998; Rose, 1997). These understandings result in knowledge that is a product of
these relationships, so that its gathering is seen as a “relational process” contextualized
within a “politics of location…constituting a point of influence and intersectionality” of
race/ethnicity, class, sexuality, and gender (Brah, 1996; Cook et al., 2005, p. 1). Collins
(2000, p. 66) calls these junctions “intersecting oppressions”.
For instance, ultimately, positionality is a concept that asks the following
question: “What does it mean to be an insider or an outsider to a particular group under
study? Can women study men? Blacks study whites? Hispanics study North Americans?”
(Merriam, 2000, p. 1). Similarly, Stern (1998) asks about how to reconfigure research
relationships in Latin America so that the foreign-local and we-they dichotomies do not
ultimately end up reinforcing North-South power relations. These are critical questions in
doing international fieldwork and in thinking about research relations and representation,
but according to feminist geographers (Kobayashi, 1994; Nagar et al., 2002; Sultana,
2007), and Indigenous geographers (IPSG, 2010), researchers must not let these questions
paralyze them, but instead insert themselves reflexively in specific intersectional gender,
race/ethnicity, class, and sexuality spaces to conduct locally attuned analyses.
Raghuram and Madge (2006, p. 270) point out that we must think “…about why
we are doing research in the south in the first place; how we come to and produce our
questions; and how we analyze and represent our findings based on our subject

167

positionings” (emphasis added). These very basic questions beg the researcher to do soul
searching about why he/she ‘is in this business’ and create new kinds of relationships
with the communities of the world with whom we do research. In short, decolonizing
methods, or looking at colonial relationships of power and knowledge production, has
become an ethical obligation in research (IPSG, 2010), and taking on a collaborative
activist research methodology is not possible without delving into such inquiries about
motivations, positionality, and power.
The ties between ethics and methods become especially complex and tightened
when one enters spaces of violence and must confront accompanying pain. Sanford
(2008, p.1) states “Most of the women and men I know who work in war zones and on
the lines of conflict never meant to go there. By there, I mean into the heart of conflict—
not just geography or its physicality, but into the very everydayness of war, misery, and
social struggle. Most of us ended up in these zones by looking for an explanation for
some kind of disruption or dislocation of the everyday.”
Billy Jean Isbell (2009, p. 17) is one of those researchers of whom Sanford
speaks, who, like myself, found herself in such geographies of violence. She was there to
witness when Quechua-speaking Indigenous peoples of the Peruvian Andes found
themselves caught between Shining Path and Paramilitary forces. She struggled with the
pain from the violence in which she found herself entangled, as the experiences
embedded themselves in her heart, mind, and body, but found that she had to find a way
to write about them and to slowly heal. She writes:
I could not abandon the focus on violence in Peru that I had been obsessed with
for so many years. I continued to search for a way to write about what I had seen
and heard. Those traumatic events seem to have become part of my body.
Perhaps the memories were inscribed on my bones and ligaments as arthritis
deformed them. Perhaps they were trying to speak through my tongue that
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developed lesions. I continued to work sporadically on my novel and I developed
courses on Human Rights that expanded my focus on violence around the world
but I found that I still could not listen to the voices that I recorded in the mid
80’s. I could not represent them as testimonial literature, the genre that became
so common in the 90’s. So, why did I persist? I could not abandon the focus on
violence even though I could not write about it effectively. Perhaps I felt
somehow guilty and responsible. Time and again I felt at an impasse. I could not
move beyond the experiences, the memories, even though my body was
complaining to me unambiguously, and even though I was not writing about
them. The memories and experiences were writing on me.

Anthropologist Ruth Baher (1996, p. 3) similarly states, “ Loss, mourning, the
longing for memory, the desire to enter into the work around you and having no idea how
to do it, the fear of observing too coldly or too distractedly or too raggedly, the rage of
cowardice, the insight that is always arriving late, as defiant hindsight, a sense of the utter
uselessness of writing anything and yet the burning desire to write something, are the
stopping places along the way [of the social scientist journey].” Delving deeply into such
struggles that arise with positionality and pain and examining the complex intersections
of power at multiple scales and how race/ethnicity and gender act as “focal points of and
for (global restructuring).” (Nagar et al., 2002, p. 259) is also a critical part of these
processes. Understanding how race/ethnicity and gender implicated is an important
aspect of ‘locating’ and simultaneously ‘unpacking’ the often violent effects of global
processes, such as colonialism, globalization, neoliberalism, and development (Nagar et
al., 2002). Thus, today discussions of the politics of location and positionality in relation
to power are at the forefront of a postcolonial-based and activist-oriented methodological
approach to post-development, political ecology, and geography in general (Escobar,
1995; Esteva, 1991; McEwan, 2001; Power, 2006; Radcliffe, 2005; Raghuram and
Madge, 2006; Samers, 2006; Simon, 2007).
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Queries related to the positionality of the researcher, complex interrelations of
colonial, geopolitical, and political economic relations and what ‘to do’ about situations
of oppression and violence in which we, as researchers, find the communities, and
inevitably ourselves, lead us to think about the role of activism in research. Juanita
Sundberg (2007, p. 270) states the following:
I am uncomfortable with delineating a clear boundary between researchers and
activists, for we are all subjected to and implicated in neoliberal projects…. In
this time of neoliberal entanglements, we must ask if our research methodologies
enable us to produce knowledge that reveals the ways in which we are
intertwined in such processes (emphasis in text)…One barrier to critically
engaged research is established boundaries between producers and objects of
knowledge, academics, and activists.

Sundberg (2007, p. 271) emphasizes self-reflexivity to “…resist reproducing the
distance and inequality at the heart of our research traditions.” Drawing on (Mato, 2000),
she calls into question doing research on specific populations and instead discusses
studying with these peoples or communities. Similarly, at an Indigenous Peoples
Specialty Group and Indigenous Peoples Knowledges and Rights Commission preconference in 2008, and Gumbaynggirr Aboriginal woman and friend of mine from
Australia noted that research with Indigenous communities should be based on working
on resolving specific issues together with the community. Sundberg (2007, p. 271)
highlights this idea of being allies in research in citing the Zapatista’s Sixth Declaration
of the Selva Lacandona that “…invites people who are engaged in struggles against
neoliberalism and for democracy, liberty, and justice to walk with the Zapatista Army of
Neoliberation”. Here she emphasizes the idea of collaborations, in “…[forging] a
common ground …from shared analyses of political economy, norms about social justice,
and a critique of the hypocrisy…” (Sundberg 2007, p. 272). Finally, Sundberg (2007, p.
272), insists that we also reveal our own entanglements by being reflexive about our own
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positionality, “by revealing our own entanglements in neoliberal projects”, thus making
academic knowledge production a key site and means of resistance.” In sum, the concept
of “walking with” demands that we as researchers step into our positionality and
collaboratively begin to unravel the postcolonial political economies of neoliberalism,
together with those communities with whom we are doing research. I maintain that we do
this by walking and talking together with the people with whom we work.
Perhaps you may ask yourselves or me questions such as, “Why is ‘walking with’
the people with whom we do research important? What can we as scholars and academics
learn from ‘walking with’ the communities with whom we work? Why do we care about
merging the intellectual and activist realms?” I suppose that these answers might depend
on our own positionality or the degree to which we can feel other people’s suffering in
their everyday struggles within these very lopsided and distorted spaces of colonialism
and development. But ultimately, the answers to these questions can be found in a brief
story. At the 2009 meetings of the Association of American Geographers, I saw a
geographer speak about the process of researching and writing his book. It was a book
about merging two topics: decolonization and development. He told the audience that
sometimes during his fieldwork he fell to the ground with despondency about the
entrapping processes of development and the subsequent despair and lack of ability of
research to make a difference. Very interested in what he had to say, but confused about
what specifically he meant by decolonization (because it seemed to be a whole different
set of concepts than what I learned about in Native American Studies), I swallowed a ball
of nervousness, and decided to speak. I asked him how the people in the communities
responded to his book and to being called “alterities”. He responded that the people in the
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communities had not been and were not interested in reading his book and he did not
write it for them anyway. With wide eyes, I ended my question/comment by saying that I
find that using the terms that the people use on the ground very inspiring because I do not
feel all alone in the research process (and in the world while I am writing). In this
response to this particular geographer during the meetings of the Association of
American Geographers is also that response to the questions that began this paragraph; I
believe that “walking with” people is about breaking out of the prison-like confines of
individuality.
Perhaps this academic would say he is able to do this through building on the
work of the scholarly communities, but then why go to communities of “alterities” at all?
And why fall on the ground with despair if he is so fulfilled by academia? While this
might be part of coming to grips with the inequalities of power inscribed with research—I
have done it plenty of times myself, I believe that walking with people can help us
maintain hope by building relationships and interconnections between worlds, “ours” in
academia and those on the margins that we in geography and anthropology have always
traversed. If we take Fanon (1963) seriously when he first brought up the idea of “post”colonialism as a continuity of new strategies of colonialism that we are all implicated
by—both the oppressed and the oppressors—then we must converse and try to create
interconnections between those who can be categorized as both so we better understand
how we are affected and how to go about social change. And ultimately, walking with
‘the other’ and seeing how they see and conceptualize the world can help us break
through the barriers and confines of structures and discourses that aim to divide,
segregate, and culminate in entrapping concepts like “individual success” that drive
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academia and the quest for knowledge. These processes of walking with and relating with
one another, thus, can assist us in expanding our own understandings of the world and
what we classify as knowledge. Then we might better understand that which is really
worth fighting for, and why, and how, thus arming ourselves for the revolution that will
surely breach politics and academia.
Citing Angela Davis, Sanford (2008, p. 14) writes, “Advocacy and activism, if not
the initial impetus for research in zones of social conflict, are its inevitable outcome when
one achieves an understanding of the everyday lived experience of violence and
survival.” Rose (1993) calls embedding oneself in the questions that accompany localglobal processes “the politics of location”, which she explains as “…any subject can be
located within particular discursive and material matrixes of power, resistance and
subjectivity” (Rose 1993, p. 139). She suggests that mapping the everyday geographies
of ‘women’s spaces’ or ‘oppressive spaces’ could reveal the various strategies of
women’s confinement and bring together mind/body binary that have become to integral
to objective and ‘unstable’ masculinist geographical approaches to the world. In sum,
Rose, and other the feminist and Indigenous geographers and social scientists who focus
on positionality, propose that borders that define inside/outside, same/other, and
masculine/feminine are actually quite contradictory, and thus, she points to “paradoxical
frontiers of dreaming”, to the possibilities beyond the imprisoning territories of duality.
Embedding myself in the paradoxical frontiers of the heart and mind of research within
the lopsided and skewed postcolonial political ecologies of climate change mitigation
development in collaboration with the communities of Guadualito, La Chiquita, and La
Ceiba is central to my healing and decolonization project.
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Decolonizing Methods, Knowledge, and Healing: Cornerstones for Activating
Collaborative Activist Geographical Methods
They [researchers] have the power to extend power or to perpetuate ignorance
—Linda Tuhiwai Smith, 1999: 176
The most terrible things we learn right away and the beautiful things cost us our life101
—Silvio Rodríguez (“La Canción del Elegido”, Al Final de Este Viaje, 1978)

The quotes above speak to the possibilities and challenges of being a researcher.
The concepts of positionality, situated knowledge, reflexivity, difference, and
intersectionality, with which a researcher might engage, are based in postcolonial theories
that questions the concreteness of figurative and literal borders established with colonial
categories and the demarcating of territories of “the [peripheral] other”. Approaches that
include these concepts call for an epistemological and ontological deterritorialization of
the center and a reterritorialization the outskirts of colonial centers: “a decentered center
and an expansionist periphery” (Stern, 1998, p. 47). In other words, these approaches
highlight the importance of representation—or re-presentation—of what counts as
knowledge and not. Nevertheless, I argue that to be able to embed oneself in such
paradoxical frontiers and take on such intellectual processes, one must acknowledge
one’s own heart’s connection to the people with whom and places where one works. This
section demonstrates why both healing and decolonization of methods and knowledge are
cornerstones for collaborative activist geographical methods. As a postcolonial political
ecologies and collaborative activist geographical methodological project, the twofold
goal is this: 1) a re-presentation of researcher-researched positionalities, which become a
key challenge in reconfiguring identity politics and the politics of research (Jackson
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Original Lyrics: “Lo mas terrible se aprende enseguida y lo hermoso nos cuesta la vida.”
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2000, p. 605); and 2) re-defining what it means to be allies and potentially life-long
friends.102 These objectives cannot be accomplished without plunging into decolonization
and healing.
Doing my part in collaborative activist geographical research—in Ecuador, but
also in part through my interaction with the Indigenous Peoples Specialty group and how
their experiences and perspectives intersect with feminist and “other” survivor
geographies—is what makes me excited about being a geographer who is working on
climate change mitigation development and other questions. Recent research in
geography specifically focuses on the project of decolonization of geographical
fieldwork, the production of geographical knowledge, and Geography as a discipline
(Abbott, 2006; Gibson, 2006; Shaw et al., 2006). This research calls upon a more ethical
approach to working with Indigenous communities and a “…re-engagement with issues
of Indigeneity [and ‘the non-West’] through careful, sensitive, inclusive, representative,
and emancipatory research projects” (Shaw et al., 2006). The National Museum of the
American Indian has created nine research guidelines for working with Indigenous
peoples of the Americas. Research must take into consideration the following: values,
mutual benefit, openness, partnership, respect, consent, confidentiality, protection (of
sacred knowledge) and reciprocity (National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI),
2010).
These geographical works build on ideas firmly established in Decolonizing
Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. Drawing ideas from Frantz Fanon
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The Spanish word compañero becomes important here because it signifies a relationship based on
participating and collaborating in a particular project, but there is most definitely, and perhaps most
importantly an element of loyalty and friendship connotation.
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(1963) and Black Feminist scholars (Harrison, 1991), Linda Smith (1999, p. 22) makes
decolonization, or “reclaiming, recreating, and re-presenting” Indigenous knowledge a
top priority for postcolonial researchers. She places conventional research and
methodologies of gathering empirical information within the historical, social and
cultural context of the Western imperialistic quest for knowledge.103 She then re-presents
research as a “site of struggle” (p. 139) for Indigenous peoples themselves as they
“...challenge the methodologies about research and the presuppositions that underlie
research” (p.169) and collaborate to create inter-tribal and intra-tribal priorities.
Smith highlights Indigenous views of Western research as “…an approach to
Indigenous peoples that still conveys a sense of innate superiority and an overabundance
of desire to bring progress (defined in colonial times and conceptualized similarly today)
into the lives of Indigenous peoples – spirituality, intellectually, socially, and
economically” (p. 56). She subsequently demonstrates why it is important to decolonize
approaches to investigations and legitimize Indigenous cultural beliefs and values, ways
of knowing, histories and experiences under colonialism, forms of education, and
aspirations and economic needs in the academic world. These endeavors are integral to
their principal goals of the survival of peoples, cultures and languages, as well as the
Indigenous struggle for self-determination.
Smith localizes her research within the Maori struggle for self-determination and
indicates new directions for research. For example she quotes a Maori, “We’re sick of
hearing what’s wrong with us; tell us something good for a change” (p. 198). Much like

103

Research is explained as “…satisfying a need to know, and a need to extend the boundaries of existing
knowledge through a process of systematic inquiry” (p. 170).
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auto-ethnographies Smith advocates the transformation of “Maori as the researched to
Maori as the researcher” (p. 143). Cree researcher Wilson (2008) puts decolonizing
methods into action by framing research with Indigenous communities as ceremony. He
bases his research in Indigenous paradigms of both reciprocity (making research useful
and relevant to the lives of those communities with whom he conducts research) and
“relationality”, or relations with the people, the environment/land, the cosmos
(spirituality), and ideas (knowledge). Ultimately then, according to these Indigenous
scholars and elders, the goal of the decolonization project of research and knowledge (in
Geography and other social sciences) is that by engaging in meaningful relationships with
Indigenous and “other” communities during our ‘field’ experiences, we inevitably
question and rebuild our research and knowledge paradigms. Such processes challenge
the positionality of the researcher, respect self-determination of those with whom we
collaborate, and establish the very foundations of what I call collaborative activist
geographical research methods.
But as Frantz Fanon (1963) highlights, both the oppressors and the oppressed are
colonized by political economic systems. That means that to decolonize knowledge and
methods we need to begin to unpack how we think, act, and perpetuate colonial ways.
Building on Middleton’s (2010) underscoring of decolonization and healing, I argue that
this cannot be done simply by psychological methods, but that we must acknowledge the
trauma and pain that comes from being entangled in oppressive systems. That is why
Rose’s (1993) concept of paradoxical frontiers (of the mind and heart) is central to
healing. Baher (1996, p. 14) She discusses emotional vulnerability of field researchers as
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a take off point to discuss who ‘the spectator self’ is, and she claims that doing so can
take us beyond guilt to “the enormous sea of serious social issues.”
Going back to the quotations at the beginning of this section, Linda Tuhiwai
Smith addresses the potential of the Indigenous researcher to learn from historical
patterns of colonial-based research and make the decision to engage in decolonization of
methods, ourselves, and knowledge to confront this ”enormous sea of serious social
issues”. Silvio Rodríguez—a song writer and singer during the Cuban revolution, and
today, serving as a Minister in Cuba’s parliament—addresses those hard lessons we, as
fellow humans, learn in our day to day lives. Yet, he also speaks of the life long endeavor
of engaging in ‘the struggle’ and in making sense of, and thus healing from, efforts to
make a better world; the latter makes living life worthwhile and speaks to the endurance
of the human spirit. Together they speak about engaging the heart and mind in
understandings of colonial systems and entangling and untangling ourselves from the
complexities of paradoxical frontiers. It is imperative, therefore, to care, to take the time
to pay attention and really listen to those with whom we work. Examining what it means
to be a researcher and to do research in paradoxical frontiers and caring about those
engaged in geographies of social, economic, and environmental injustice, however, also
requires confronting inequality and pain. Moving through pain and still sustaining hope
(healing) and combining research and activism (decolonization) to work towards justice
in paradoxical frontiers are acts of transformation of ourselves and the world, and thus,
they are the very foundations of both collaborative activist geographical methods and
geographies of hope.
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Engaging the Heart and Mind in the Midst of a “State of Emergency”: Putting into
Practice Collaborative Activist Geographical Methods
This section argues that in reacting to the postcolonial political ecological
circumstances of climate change mitigation development geographies, establishing a
collaborative activist geographical methodology became imperative. It contains three
principal parts. The first describes the conditions that motivated the Colombian and
Ecuadorian Pacific Coast territory-region communities, base organizations and NGOs,
and in the case of Ecuador, the Constitutional Court to declare these places to be in “a
state of emergency”. The Ecuadorian Ministry of Government declared the Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region to be “a zone of exception” (El Comercio, 2009). I
describe processes in which I took part to support the San Lorenzo residents affected by
geographies of violence and terror, which led the government to take such emergency
measures in the Northwestern Frontier. In the second subsection I discuss the everyday
experiences and thoughts of the people of the territory-region. I also expand upon how
my heart and mind struggles first began with my dissertation research methodology
during my field experience; it describes how I had to adapt to the violent postcolonial
political ecological circumstances in which I found myself entangled. The third part
discusses the conscious methodological actions I took to respond to people’s everyday
struggles inside of a space declared to be in a “state of emergency”, and I outline some
characteristics and actions of what can be considered a “collaborative activist
geographical research methodology”.
Responding to a State of Emergency
The Afro-colombian and Indigenous peoples of the Pacific Territory-region and
their base organizations declare the social emergency of our communities due to
the ecocide that comes perpetrating against our forests, rivers and mangroves,
making poor life’s diversity, contributing to the extinction of many animal
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species and vegetables, uprooting us from our ancestral territories and putting our
communities on the edge of ethnocide.
- Varias Organizaciones del Territorio-región del Pacífico (2010), Centro Matía
Mulumba, Buenaventura, Colombia, 11 April 2010

The people cited above were protesting to the Colombian state’s aerial spraying of coca,
that together with encouraging and providing access to ‘more secure’ economic
alternatives like growing oil palm104, are central to Plan Colombia, a United Statessupported plan to clear the region of illegal activities and armed groups. They protested
the death threats and assassinations of local leaders, the lack of consultation of
communities in relation to development projects, gold mining, environmental authorities
not upholding the law, and increasing militarization, and they demanded that their right to
autonomously and sustainably manage and develop their lands in the territory-region. As
one can note, most importantly, they declared that the communities of the Colombian
Pacific territory-region are in a state of social emergency.
In support of this letter, Dr. Ulrich Oslender (2010), Geographer from Florida
International University, who has worked with Black Communities in the Colombian
Pacific Territory-region for well over a decade, wrote a letter addressed to the Colombian
President and to the United Kingdom’s Embassy of Colombia. Fifty-two academics
(including myself) and people associated with the region signed the letter to the
President, and twenty-one, the other letter. We underscored that the United Nations had
declared that 2010 is the year of biodiversity and stated that the fumigations are “a double
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It is incongruous that glysophate fumigations and oil palm are considered to be strategies to make the
Pacific territory-region more economically and politically secure; the spraying kills the people’s other
cultivated agricultural products and oil palm farms and plantations are already infected by a lethal plant
disease locally referred to as PC (Pudrición de Cogollo, in English known as whorl rot or oil palm bud rot)
and is discussed below.
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crime against humanity and biodiversity” and that the Colombian government is directly
responsible. And we demanded an immediate halt to fumigations in the Pacific Coast
because it is destroying important everyday crops, contaminating rivers and causing
health problems, and destroying ecological and agro-ecological diversity.
Almost ten years earlier, on March 14, 2001, the Constitutional Court of Ecuador
decided in favor of an appeal filed by environmental organizations and base organizations
of the communal residents of Esmeraldas to stop further expansion of oil palm
monocultures and declare a state of environmental emergency in the Esmeraldas
Province. The Court declared that legal actions should be taken against those oil palm
companies and accomplices that had cleared forests and stated that the Ministry of
Environment should support these actions (Buitrón, 2001).
More recently, in October 2009, due to the murders of my friend and French
ecologist Charlotte Mazoyer, an Iranian named Mohammad-Reza Hedayat, and a base
leader for political party Alianza País named José Asitimbay in Quito and of Sonia
Jaramillo and her daughter Claudia Poppe in Guayaquil, the Ecuadorian Government
declared that three Ecuadorian cities—Quito, Guayaquil, and Manta—be under “a state
of exception”, which meant that the Ecuadorian military had free reign in Esmeraldas and
that there would be an early curfew in the cities (Ejercito Ecuatoriano, 2009; Erazo,
2009). Due to the presence of irregular armed groups, increased rates of homicide and
crime, and the lack of action that Ecuadorian police forces were taking to protect the
people, declaring the Province of Esmeraldas under a state of exception had been
considered in June 2009 (Hoy, 2009), and then in October 2009, the state of exception
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was also extended to Esmeraldas (and other northern frontier provinces)105. During this
same period the Mayor of San Lorenzo—mind you, it seemed to be common knowledge
on the San Lorenzo streets that his body guards at the time were hit men—supported the
residents of the city of San Lorenzo to march against increased frequency of violence and
vacunas106. Collaborators told me that this was a staged march to identify people
“speaking out too much”.
Also in 2009, The Colombian South Pacific Verification Mission (International
Verification Mission, 2009; La Mission de Verificación al Pacífico Sur de Colombia,
2009)107 wrote that those international delegates who traveled to the Colombian
southwest Pacific frontier territory-region, to the communities of Alto Mira and Bajo
Mira Rivers, Department of Nariño, can confirm that there is a correlation between oil
palm expansion and the forced displacement of people and communities who are under
threat of violence. We underscored that Pudrición de Cogollo (PC, or whorl rot/oil palm
bud rot in English) gravely affected the plantations and small farmers. Nevertheless, in a
group interview with representatives of Cordeagropaz, those interviewed confirmed that
Cordeagropaz, supported by the Colombian state, facilitated credits and training for small
farmers, who were in need of a source of income, to cultivate oil palms in their own

105

At this time, Ecuador’s water supply in the rivers was low (I ask, could this be due to increased
deforestation in the coast and Amazon regions?), so that the hydroelectric plants were not generating as
much energy. Therefore, the government declared that there would be assigned apagones, or periods of 4-6
hours when there would be no electricity, which also occurred in the night 2-3 times per week.
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A vacuna translates as vaccine. In the case of San Lorenzo, this is when illegal armed groups rumored to
be Aguilas Negras, force store owners pay money ‘for their own protection’, often threatening family
members.
107

I was also part of this team of ten people, who included delegates from base organizations of Nariño,
Colombian state institutions, newspaper reporters and researchers from the United States, Argentina, and
England, NGO representative from Belgium, and a Belgian congresswoman.
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lands, even though tens of thousands of hectares of oil palms had already died of PC
(International Verification Mission, 2009; La Mission de Verificación al Pacífico Sur de
Colombia, 2009). I wrote the poem below (4 July 2009) and took this picture of the dying
oil palm plantations surrounding southwest Pacific frontier territory-region communities
(see Figure 4.2.) during this mission.
The Nariño mission stated that we can confirm that due to the expansion and
lethality and expansion of PC (whorl rot) that killed thousands of hectares, loss of
territory, the negative effects of aerial coca fumigations, and the violence that
accompanies these processes, many Nariño forest residents have had to leave their

Figure 4.2. Landscape of Death. Hundreds, if not thousands of hectares infested by P.C. (Pudrición
de Cogollo, or whorl rot/oil palm bud rot)
Landscape of Death
In this landscape of death and desecration
Only vultures and ravens fly overhead
Palm plantations must now return to the earth
Still winds silent…the eerie calm with the passing
Rotting oil palm trunks strangled by kudzu vines
Their metallic roots extending over the lands
Dried palm fronds droop like veils of weeping widows
Their skeletons cry about so much lost to an idea without a chance
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Deserts of plague-ridden oil palm monoculture
Screaming, wailing, of man’s violent arrogance
If one had not seen the intricate interwoven rainforest tiers
It’s impossible to dream how they once sheltered crystalline rivers…
And yet, as this oasis dissipates and is recognized as delusion
Chance for life and abundance once again is born…

communities to emigrate to the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
looking for work. The mission also stressed the need for further research about if and in
what ways these political economic processes, that are detrimental to the social fabric of
Colombian communities, are also causing conflicts between the people on the ground in
Ecuador and Colombia, especially as the level of violence on both sides of the national
border has significantly increased in the last decade. The investment of Colombian
capital in oil palm plantations within 40 kilometers of the Ecuadorian border is
unconstitutional in Ecuador, and the people in Esmeraldas province, and especially San
Lorenzo, are worried about the links between expanded Colombian investments in oil
palm plantations, the increased presence of illegal armed groups seated in Ecuadorian
territory (Aguilas Negras, Rastrojos, ELN, FARC), and the expanded incidence of deaths
in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador due to presta-diarios108 and
vacunas. The Tumaco mission, therefore, recommended continued research about the
relation of oil palm expansion to the frontier region theme. This is what I had been doing
during my dissertation research and what I plan on continuing to do. In terms of putting
collaborative activist geographical methods into action, the ways in which I supported the

108

Presta-diarios are the people, again, mostly associated locally with Aguilas Negras in San Lorenzo, who
have access to a lot of money, most likely from cocaine, and loan money. Every afternoon and evening you
can see them circling San Lorenzo in their fancy trucks or motorcycles, collecting their money. If people do
no pay what they have been loaned, they begin to receive death threats.
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Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region communities in “la lucha” (the struggle) are
what I consider to be my accomplishments.
Seeing and Listening and Caring: Re-adjusting my Methodology to the Postcolonial
Circumstances in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
“We have these problems with these recordings and interviews: here they interview, and over
there, they add things that nobody has seen here in this country...”
Elder woman adds, “…that one hasn’t said, you see”
“…and besides, things that one has not said” first man continues..
“…or hasn’t seen either” the elder woman once again shouts out.
“…And, with this, we have a problem with an interview”
“We have a problem here that they call us refugees [from Colombia]. This is very bad…”
Another man then explains: “We are angry with this. We are tired of asking for help, tired of
giving our information. They come satisfied to take our information and there they change it. I
believe here they come to say…’what do we want?’ We say the truth, and this is to say that they
have everything [that they need/want], also. For that reason we are bored of giving this
information. Our requirement is that what we want here is a way [out]. Like here we have a way
[out] for emergencies—they don’t listen these people [interjection by elder woman]—but what
we don’t have is a way to leave with our products. The institutions come here and say they are
going to help us with the agriculture sector. What do we grow- sugarcane, plantains, maiz,
manioc, but we don’t have a way to get it out. Where? We do not have a helicopter. This is what
we are crying out for, that they build us a road, as the state, as authorities of our state, but [they
say that] this is impossible. What one now hears is other stupidities, excuse me, that here building
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This is a very important point. Due to increased violence (that, as I have indicated, is associated with oil
palms in San Lorenzo), the state supports the isolation of the people by saying no roads should be built that
can be used to transport drugs and arms, and sometimes, that the Indigenous people are “guerrillas”, or in
other words, terrorists. At the same time, the Ecuadorian state has discovered submarine parts in the
Santiago River in Eloy Alfaro, the canton just south of San Lorenzo (believed to be transporting coca)(pers.
com. 23 December 2009), so it is clear the people transporting coca have a plethora of money and are most
likely not transporting large amounts of coca in old beat up cars on bumpy roads.
110

Original text: “En estas grabación, en estas entrevista, que aquí se entrevista y más allá lo, los jefe nos
aumentan cosa que nunca se ha visto aquí en el país, ya, y a veces, uno no lo dice ni lo ha pensado ver”
“Y no lo ha visto tampoco.”
“Ademas, cosas que nadie ha dicho.”
“Ni visto”
“Y, con eso, por hay tenemos un problema con, con una entrevista (..)”
“Tenemos problema que aquí nos dicen como refugiados. Eso está muy mal…”
“Entonce estamos muy cabrero en esto, cansado de pedir apoyo, cansado de dar nuestra
información vienen satisfechos de nuestra información y allá la cambian. Creo que aquí vienen a decir que
queremos nosotro, nosotro decimos la verdad y aya van a decir que eso tienen todo, también. Por eso
estamos aburridos ya con esa información, nuestro apoyo, nuestro, nuestro requerimiento es que querimos
construir una vía como la tenemos, de emergencia, eh de emergencis—son necios esta gente—pero no
tenemos salir con nuestros productos pero seguimos sembrando aquí, que venga una institución nos diga,
les vamos apoyar para el, el para el sector agrícola. Que sembramos? Caña, sembremos plátanos,
sembremos maíz que produce, yuca, pero para sacarlos por donde, un helicóptero, no tenemos. Eso se pide
a gritos la vía que nos ayude a construir nos den, como estado, como, como autoridades de nuestro estado
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I listened to the above conversation during my first community meeting with the
people of Guadualito, an Awá village in the San Lorenzo canton with whom I
collaborated during my dissertation research. Although it was uncomfortable to hear this
the very first day of working with the community, it was also a very informative and key
moment because it was when I first heard that the Awá people are frustrated with
research, that they do not think that research brings benefits, that they feel stranded and
isolated, and that they feel institutions and researchers manipulate their words. Later I
heard and witnessed these same attitudes towards research in all the communities with
whom I collaborated when I met with them, and I heard the same things throughout San
Lorenzo in general.
Knowing about the violent geographies in which we were embedded and
constantly hearing that residents of the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region are
tired of living in the conditions in which they need to refer to themselves as ‘poor’ sent
me plunging deeper into the life long question of how can my research be different. How
can I do research that actually brings benefit and gets the word out that the people of the
Ecuadorian Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region need people to listen to them? I
reflected on the fact that at one time this isolation of which they spoke might have had its
positive aspects—when they could be self-sufficient, but then railroads and roads were
constructed to implement extractive economies, sucking their resources to the state center
and then out to the Global North. Yet, road building stopped in the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region—and especially through Awá territory because they were
pero es imposible, lo que ahora se viene oyendo es otras pendejadas, disculpe, que aquí es hasta prohibido.
Pero por que? Eso querimos saber: por que?”(pers.com. 7 November 2008)
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constantly being accused of being Colombian refugees and/or FARC collaborators—due
to Colombia-Ecuador cocaine trafficking and other violence.
As my other chapters indicate, these communities have withstood development
and conservation organizations telling them they are ‘poor’ and implementing the
programs created in their offices in Quito in their territories for over 30 years now
without positive results, to say the very least, but now they also confront these same
struggles surrounded by geopolitical violence masked by conservation and development
plans and projects. Now, San Lorenzo communities struggle against systems that create
their situations of poverty and want to appropriate their resources, and they also must
fight against development and conservation discourses of those who plant themselves in
their territories with their plans and programs and tell them they are ‘poor’ or that more
research needs to be conducted to figure out their problems. In short, as their territories
are increasingly isolated and invaded, communities like Guadualito are struggling for
their constitutional rights to create self-determinative and identity-based development.
Yet, the people also struggle with apathy because they have witnessed and understand
that the State and regional officials have been bought out and, ultimately, support these
extractive projects. Thus, they obviously do not feel secure in asking for their assistance
either.
In many ways, I found myself in the same situation of being restricted by the
geographies of violence and terror in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of
Ecuador. On one hand, I had decided to not do mapping due to recent suspicions raised in
communities in relation to academics, international funding and maps and the idea of a
gringa walking around with GPS in the forest, where illegal armed groups most likely are
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passing through (according to the Ministry of Government’s maps of the camps of illegal
armed groups and drug traffickers I had seen). And, due to well known connections between
oil palm companies and paramilitaries and hit men, I felt it was unsafe to do interviews with
Government officials or people associated with oil palms to gather primary sources about the
political economic structures of oil palm plantation expansion until the very end. This
necessarily makes this research primarily from the people’s point of view; out of pure
necessity of documenting the injustice of territorial conflicts instigated—and in some cases
seemingly set up (described in Chapter V)—by oil palm companies, I started videotaping,
recording testimonies, and began to assemble the foundations of what I consider to be part of
a collaborative activist research methodology.
One thing haunted me though: I still wanted to proceed with household
questionnaires in the three villages where I was working. The idea of doing these made
me feel like I had ‘stuck to the plan’ outlined in my National Science Foundation (NSF)
and Inter-American Foundation (IAF) proposals. Doing quantifiable research was
something that I felt made my research legitimate and genuinely scientific. These
questionnaires weighed heavy on me, as I walked about and recorded the facets of the
geographies of terror and violence in San Lorenzo canton.
I filmed and took pictures of dead fish floating on black poisoned rivers and sores
on children’s legs that came from children bathing or washing clothes in those poisoned
rivers. I also walked through the streets of the city of San Lorenzo with my close friends
and “key” collaborators who told me who is associated with FARC, ELN, Aguilas
Negras, Rastrojos, or Paramilitary members and what they were doing there. I still felt,
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nevertheless, like I had not gotten to ‘real’ research because I had not done the household
interviews.
Finally, a year later—after having been asked by elders who live and work in the
region to not return to the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region for 3-4 months,
while the situation “cools down”,111—I decided to do something about the burden and
guilt of ‘not doing what I was supposed to do’. I refined the questionnaire and it was all
ready to go. I hopped on the bus to San Lorenzo and spent the night with the usual chair
against the door and struggling against my nightmares and fears about being in a war
zone, being chased, or being kidnapped. Finally, the next morning I was set to go to one
of the three villages with whom I worked to begin, but when I woke up that day, I had an
epiphany: I had been doing legitimate scientific research all along and I would not
proceed with the household interviews.
Unintentionally, I finally realized, I had also been decolonizing my research
because the conversations I had been having with the community members as we walked
through their farms and sat in their houses were based on seeing with my own eyes and
listening with my own ears, on trust and sharing, on really caring, and on understanding
ourselves to be allies to one another. I had thus begun to break free many of the patterns
of inequality, founded in colonial-based researcher-researched power relations. People
discussed what they wanted to talk about and felt free to express the worries and doubts
that mattered most to them in terms of how their lives had changed do to oil palm
implementation.
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When I was asked not to go back to San Lorenzo for a few months, my friend in Guadualito asked me
with a grin, “Usted se olvidó de los pobres?” (Did you forget about the poor?) (pers. com. 15 of November
2009)
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That morning, I came to understand that questionnaires about their local
economies would have boxed in our relationship and their freedom of expression, and
with the degree of isolation in which they were entrenched, I decided the best thing I
could have been doing in terms of establishing a basis for collaborative activist
geographical methods was to provide a space where they could feel free to discuss what
is most important to them. In spaces of violence and poverty, the last thing people want to
do is sit down and do another questionnaire, but sitting down and constructing and
discussing concepts together (see Figure 4.3.), figuring out how and why the processes
are affecting their territories as they do, and expressing emotions that accompany caring
about a place and the people around is altogether a whole different thing. My reflections
from my field notes on December 13, 2009 demonstrate my thoughts:
It is also significant to accompany the people, to walk with the people, to listen,
to laugh with them, and eat their foods with them. It is vital that I accompany
them in their processes of dealing with their processes of the struggle for clean
water and recuperate their rivers, their life lines…I have to admit that I did not
have collaborative intentions from the beginning because I was so tied to the
questionnaires, to asking people uniform questions [to have some quantifiable
data capable of statistical analysis, to be ‘balanced’ scientific research],
regardless of their different circumstances, but in time I gave into the organic
process….People need ‘outsiders’ to listen and to take action with them and to
learn about ‘outside’ programs more than they need an objective study….Sharing
the pain about their problems, about being ‘poor’, their joy of children and their
harvests, and sharing the subtle beauties that are reflected through their everyday
humility is what I have found out is the basis of my research….

What I find to this day, however, is that what is most difficult to deal with about
the situation in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region is that it is not just that I
cannot return to Ecuador due to my own safety there (especially after publishing the sorts
of articles that will come from these chapters), but also that if I truly listened and
respected what the people of Guadualito told me in that first meeting, I would have to
admit that I would not be able to come back to continue to do research in San Lorenzo.
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One of my principal collaborators and the President of Guadualito had a saying.
As she was leaving her term of presidency she told me “Tengo que dejar un recuerdo (I
have to leave a memory)” or “Juliana, tienes que dejar un recuerdo (Julianne, you have
to leave a memory)”. What she meant was that when one comes and goes in a position of
leadership with some sort of access to power, it is good to leave some sort of benefit so
that people remember you fondly.

Figure 4.3. Author with Principal Collaborator, Aquilino Erazo, President of San Lorenzo’s
branch of la Red Fronteriza de Paz. Exchanging hats and in a collaborative research moment of
creating concepts together: “La lucha para quien y para qué? (The struggle for whom and for
what?). Photo by Jimmy Coronado.

I engaged in collaborative activities and research—as I discuss in the next
section—to do what I could in defending ancestral communal lands and rights while I
was there, present, and in some ways that is “el recuerdo” that I tried to leave. But I still
feel I need to do something more. The people, sick and tired of research, took the time
and energy to give me the information that they wanted to give me. Now, in academic
and policy-making institution settings, it is up to me to do something with it, to educate
students about such sets of circumstances and to try to get through to people in spaces of

191

power the degree of twisted injustice that is taking place in the Ecuadorian Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region. Maybe if “dejo un recuerdo” (I leave a memory)
outside of San Lorenzo, in spaces of power, it will also help to improve the situation
there.
Since I first began working in the Northwest Coast of Ecuador in 1997, I had
hoped to support the people of San Lorenzo by helping them to write grants for selfdeterminative development projects, designed and implemented by their own
communities. I would like to believe that, indeed, I could ‘give back’ to them by helping
them find viable ways out of poverty and marginalization. But, as it stands, with the
degree of violence in the area, NGOs, and even the Federation of Awá Centers of
Ecuador (FCAE), are not allowing their technicians in San Lorenzo, so who would fund
these sorts of projects?
Thus, I may be able to do nothing more than write for different forums to defend
their rights to self-determinative development and to protect their territories (and not
necessarily the states’ idea of Nature) and come back to visit here and there. I may be
able to come back and talk informally with my close friends about how and if things have
changed, if I want to continue to write about the effects of postcolonial political
ecological processes in Ecuador’s Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region. Certainly
though, based on what they said, it is doubtful, if these conditions of destruction and
poverty persist, that they, as communities, will ever want me or any other researcher to
come do community level-studies and “take their information” since “we” (outsiders)
“have everything”. One could say, therefore, that the material and psychological effects
of extractive development schemes have become so dire in San Lorenzo, that research is
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no longer welcome. People do not have the time or the patience or the hope that research
will bring benefits. Perhaps I will show them differently. I can only hope. This next
section discusses my ideas on how and in what ways I did my best to respond to a locally
declared state of emergency and to confronting peoples’ apathy towards research. It
addresses the collaborative activist geographical methods in which I engaged to work
towards social, economic, and environmental (climate) justice.
Stepping Up to Walk With Communities: Putting into Action Collaborative Activist
Geographical Methods
It has been firmly established in both the theoretical section and the putting theory
into practice section thus far that the foundations of collaborative activist geographical
methods must involve a balance of decolonizing and healing (of mind and heart, of
listening and seeing and caring), respecting “other’ paradigms, relationality, and
reciprocity. This last practice section describes five different types of activities in which I
engaged and am still engaged so as to step up and walk with the communities with whom
I work in the Northwest Pacific frontier territory-region.
These activities are as follows: 1) documenting and denouncing violations against
ancestral communities; 2) giving informative workshops about international and national
postcolonial political ecological processes, plans, and projects that might affect their
territories; 3) networking and introducing Indigenous and Afro-descendant leaders to
those from other communities at regional, national, and international scales so they can
share experiences and create shared experiences; 4) disseminating research results in as
many different forums as possible; 5) Networking with other researchers in the same
regions or similar research contexts: sharing experiences and creating shared experiences
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and taking action; and, 6) confronting violence and trauma and healing through
conversation and creativity.
I believe such actions to be foundational to creating research relationships built on
the aforementioned ‘other’ paradigms that I learned from walking with Afro-descendant
and Indigenous communities of the Americas in the first place. Together standing firm in
these paradigms and taking action and building networks to defend peoples’ rights to
self-determination are the basis of geographies of hope, geographies necessary to
decolonizing research and knowledge and fighting for social, economic and
environmental justice.
Documenting and denouncing violations against ancestral communities. When I began
working in San Lorenzo in 1997, I wanted to do ethno-botanical and agro-ecological
research because I was interested in learning from Indigenous peoples about their
everyday life practices and ways of knowing that are based on what they learned from
their ancestors about how to relate with the environment. Then I had a dream that I was in
the Chachi village of La Ceiba and that we were all in one house and bulldozers were
coming from every direction. At that time there was not a single palm plantation in the
canton of San Lorenzo, but I saw it as problematic that one of the first pieces of Western
machinery to which they were introduced to “integrate” into the market was a chainsaw.
As Stonich (1993) pointed out in her book, I am destroying the land!, the Chachi people
recognized they were also destroying the forest that they depend on for their subsistence
and as central to their identity. I decided to engage in their postcolonial political
ecological predicament instead of continuing with the research on ethno-botanical and
agro-ecological systems.
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Next thing I knew the Northwest Pacific Territory-region was overrun by oil palm
plantations and accompanying geographies of violence. Similarly, I decided to adjust my
research to the conditions and problems of the people. Some of the activities, that can be
considered methods of ‘participant observation”, were as follows: 1) marching with
communities in defense of their land; 2) filming testimonies of Chachi people speaking
about the violence they experienced in the land conflicts as well as the days of the
“natural disaster” when palm companies dumped their residual waters in La Chiquita
River and delivering them to organizations that could assist them and sending in regular
updates from San Lorenzo; 3) Observing for myself and filming land conflict meetings in
San Lorenzo with corrupt officials and bringing in outside observers to be witness (Unit
of Political Analysis of Ecuadorian President, delegates from human rights
organizations)112; 4) writing a letter to various national and international organizations
with Chachis to get help in conflict, and assisting them to make connections with, for
example, FCAE, Altropico, and Acción Ecológica who were successful in defending their
territory; 5) Speaking out at public presentations and international forums when they are
perpetuating colonial discourses and untrue information about San Lorenzo community
members cannot be there to defend their rights; and 6); writing a letter together with
Olindo Nastacuaz to shadow Ecuador’s human rights review with the High
Commissioner of Human Rights.

112

This was a risky move. The Afro-descendants land traffickers trying to finagle 300 hectares of Chachi
territory were very upset to have their plan interrupted by the presence of the delegate of the Unit of
Political Analysis. After the meeting, the Afro-descendants who were working as land traffickers warned
my Chachi friend that if they ever see me, they will kill me.
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Informative workshops about international and national postcolonial political ecological
processes, plans, and projects that might affect their territories. Since the Indigenous and
Afro-descendant people in the communities were so hesitant about “giving information”,
I made a deal with them that I would also give them information. So I gave monthly
“classes” in the communities to inform them about national level and international
legislation and plans that involve climate change, management of their forests, and their
rights. Due to long absences from the region because people whose experience I trusted
asked me not to come until the situation “cools down”, these classes were less frequent
than I would have liked. But when they did occur, we had some good discussions (see
Figure 4.4).
When I traveled to the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues
with Awá President, Olindo Nastacuaz, I photocopied and disseminated the information
in the communities that I collected from the side meetings and told them some stories of
what happened there.
Networking and catalyzing communal leaders to share experiences and create shared
experiences. Two times I invited Awá, Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorians to speak with me
when I had to present my research at FLACSO-Ecuador, the university with which I
wasaffiliated. They came to Quito and stayed with me for two nights and, over lunches,
and dinner were able to share stories and establish a basis with which to continue to
defend their region-territories.
I also wrote a proposal to the Indigenous Peoples' International Centre for Policy
Research and Education in Philippines (consultants to UN’s ECOSOC) to take coastal
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Figure 4.4. Community Workshop in La Chiquita. Here I passed out materials about climate
change and they told me their ideas about why they were frustrated with and did not want to enter
Socio Bosque.

Indigenous representatives (and Afro-ecuadorians so they can see Indigenous process of
and level of organization and benefits) to participate in the International Indigenous
movement focusing on climate change, the UNFPII (United Nations Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues). Nevertheless only the Awá President was able to go.
He met Indigenous delegates from other parts of Ecuador and all over the world
(see Figure 4.5) and was involved in workshops sponsored by the NGO, Land is Life,
about “how to use the United Nations” to make interventions and draw attention to the
human and Indigenous rights violations in San Lorenzo.
Disseminating research results in as many different forums as possible.
I believe it is important to publish in both academic and non-academic forums in
the United States, Ecuador, and at the international scale. For instance, I published the
chapter about agrofuels in the Yale Journal of Sustainable Forestry, a shorter version in
Spanish FLACSO Ecuador’s Social Science journal called ICONOS, and an even shorter
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version in Spanish in the publication, En Voz Alta, of the Asamblea Permanente de
Derechos Humanos (APDH), an Ecuadorian human rights organization. They also posted
a link to the ICONOS article on their website. Lastly, I tried to draw attention to the

Figure 4.5. Awá President at the UNFPII with New Friends. He is with Gloria Ushigua and Rosa
Gualinga, Sápara and Andoa leaders, respectively, from the Pastaza Province of the Ecuadorian
Amazon Region. This is a forum for sharing experiences as well as creating a shared experience
of different processes of colonization in Indigenous territories.

situation in San Lorenzo by working with journalists from two different national
newspapers that published articles about oil palm plantation expansion.
Networking with other researchers in the same regions or similar research contexts: sharing
experiences and creating shared experiences and taking action. One thing that makes
academia most meaningful for me is collaborating with local writers and researchers and
establishing international research networks with people investigating similar issues. The
importance of this became evident to me when I participated in the verification of human
rights violations by agrofuel production in Ecuador in 2007 and in Colombia in 2009. I am,
thus, in regular contact with researchers who work in the Pacific territory-region of Ecuador
and Colombia. As a result of these networks, we wrote the previously mentioned letter to
Colombian President Uribe and the Colombian Embassy in London. Dr. Ulrich Oslender and
198

I are also collaborating on a “Frontlines of Climate Change Project” funded by UNESCO,
High Commissioner of Human Rights, and UNFPII. We will write a book about Colombia
and Ecuador with pictures and testimonies that show the negative consequences of agrofuel
development the Pacific Territory-region of South America. One of the main goals is to
demonstrate that these deleterious consequences of the geographies of oil palm expansion do
not stop at the Ecuadorian-Colombian borders, nor do they regard borders of ethnic
territories.
I am also in regular contact with a group of nine “emerging academics” or women
Ph.D. candidates working in Colombia and Ecuador and/or working on topics of hope,
healing, and decolonizing research methods. We exchange ideas and present with one
another at conferences. We plan on meeting at the next Latin American Studies Association
meeting, where a panel we put together about the postcolonial political ecologies of agrofuels
in the Americas is one of the two featured panels of the Ethnicity, Race, and Indigenous
Peoples Section.
Confronting violence and trauma and healing ourselves through conversation and
creativity (taking care of ourselves so we can take care of others). Shawn Wilson (2008,
p. 135) states “If research doesn’t change you as a person, then you haven’t done it
right.” There is no doubt about if I came back a different person from ‘the field”. My
struggle between despair and hope has been difficult, to say the least, and the posttraumatic stress syndrome with which I was unofficially diagnosed by a Ph.D. in
Psychiatry and Anthropology has been a process with which I have had to reckon. He
advised me that the pain and disorientation that accompanies reintegrating into my postfieldwork life would shift between different emotions and would come in waves that
199

would become less frequent and less intense with time. Allowing myself to go through
these waves, being creative in the ways that I write about my field research, establishing
the aforementioned collaborations, and maintaining regular contact with my collaborators
in San Lorenzo have been vital to my healing. Ultimately, I know that focusing on hope
instead of victimizing the people in San Lorenzo is an important foundation of
decolonizing research, especially because the people themselves are my example of how
I can be stronger in my everyday life and how I can speak with confidence and from the
heart. As the previously mentioned Afro-descendant historian, poet, and activist told me,
“Juliana, esta gente tenía su propia historia antes de que usted llegó y seguirá cuando
usted se va” (Julianne, these people had their own histories before you came and will
continue when you go)” (pers. com. Afro-descendant scholar, 15 December 2009). The
same goes for me, and as both the previously mentioned cross-cultural psychiatrist and
Anthropologist Billie Jean Isbell (who had gone through violently traumatic experiences
in Peru) told me, “Academia prepares you for the field, but they do not help with
reintegration”. In relation to reintegration to academia and “normal life”, Isbell (2009, p.
17) writes:
One of the treatments that I sought was cranial-sacral adjustments from a
physical therapist involving massage and manipulation. After the treatments, or
sometimes even during the treatments, I would experience memories of violence:
voices of my ghost victims would return to me and I would cry helplessly. My
dreams were also vivid after treatments. The therapist told me that the surfacing
of memories was very common. My health slowly improved, but I realized that I
was suffering from compassion fatigue and I had to find closure on this chapter
of my personal and professional life...Today, I have finally closed the chapter on
violence and purged my emotions by writing a novel: Finding Cholita,
University of Illinois Press. I worked most intensively on it during the cranial –
sacral treatments. I am now working in the north of Peru on topics filled with
hope for the future – biodiversity, conservation of seed, water management with
the people of Vicos who participate in the global Slow Food Movement aimed at
de-industralizing agriculture and food production…. My work on violence is not
actively being inscribed on my body anymore, but the scars and pain remain.
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Although I feel like I have waves of suffering from “compassion fatigue”, as
Isbell describes, I am aware that working through my pain associated with my deep care
for the people and land of San Lorenzo and finding ways to decolonize my mind, my
research and knowledge and join them in “la lucha” are all critical steps in my on-going
reintegration process. Remembering the laughter with the people with whom I
collaborated, even amidst serious conversations about how they were affected by oil palm
plantation expansion or other state-level climate change mitigation plans, is hopeful.
Their laughter reminds me that as humans, no matter how terrible life circumstances
become, we can resist negative forces by appreciating the love we have for one another
and the places we live. This laughter, therefore, generates hope for maintaining and
establishing the aforementioned inter- and intra- island geographies of hope that I feel
privileged to have witnessed and participated in. I am grateful that I learned to see San
Lorenzo in this light by laughing with the people.
Conclusions

Figure 4.6. Transformations of the “Land of the Sun and Rain”. One can note the difference
between the landscape of the multi-layered rainforest in the background and the monoculture oil
palms in the foreground.
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Land of the Sun and Rain
Oil palm monocultures
Strangling and suffocating all that was and is
Iron-like lateral expansive roots
Ripping through the fabric of the soils, of lifeways,
Sucking dry earth’s capillaries
And the sky’s aspirations to rain
A previously unfathomable imagery of misery
Development: exploitation of isolation
Transforming abundance to poverty
Leaving hunger in the bulldozer’s wake
It seems that there is only one choiceJoin the destruction or perish
Land of the sun and rain- ha!
No water to drink, no fish or shrimp to eat
Humanity in calamity
The basic struggle is to stay alive
Chainsaws to survive, resist ethnocide,
Cut down trees for basic necessities
Hollow Ceiba trees stand firm and tall
Towering over poisoned rivers
They are monuments of the grandiosity
Of the intricate and ancient forests of the past
Swaying in the winds and the wafts of heat
Their trunks echo of what is forever lost to Earth
But the people say spirits of the forest never die
And that seeds of hope can still be gathered
Dispersed rays of light whisper of justice
As they break through oil palm frond canopies
And reflect and glisten on the shiny stream waters
The voices of the ancestors call forth a brighter future…
Que viva la lucha del pueblo!
—20 December 2009, written on my last bus ride out of San Lorenzo for my dissertation
research….

Creativity, poetry, hope, relationality, reciprocity, decolonization, and healing: these
have been absolutely vital to the collaborative research activist methods process. I can only
hope that using such research methods open pathways of justice and that the methods that my
collaborators and I engaged in this context of violence has become a source of collective
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strength and, thus, invoked hope for a brighter future where rights- and identity-based
development, rights of Nature, and rights associated with Plurinationality and selfdetermination are respected.
This chapter has made effort to demonstrate that activating collaborative activist
geographical methods based on decolonization and healing are absolutely central to
establishing geographies of hope in violent territory-regions like the Northwest Pacific
Frontier of Ecuador. I have demonstrated geographies of hope are built on creating and
sustaining respectful and reciprocal relationships, constructing networks that will make a
difference, and helping in fighting against alienation caused by geographies of terror and
fear. To engage in research in such geographies is a constant struggle within the
paradoxical frontiers of positionality, going back and forth between fear and despair and
hope and healing. I argue that collaborative activist geographical methods is necessary in
violent places if one is to pass through these paradoxical spaces.
Likewise, I see no way around becoming engaged in activism and advocacy in the
struggle for poor people’s right to Living Well, to a life with dignity, justice and peace. I
insist that, if grassroots development is to be at all functional, ‘the poor’ must be allowed
to speak for themselves and everyone else must learn to really listen and take their
perspectives in all seriousness. Research methodologies in relation to grassroots
development should value and incorporate collaborative activism together with
communities; these sorts of methods can aide in having local people’s voices heard.
Visions that work are those dreamed up by the people, and “outsiders” are there to be
bridges and allies.
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As an ally and by walking with and talking with the people, I found that we were
able to uncover the dirt and reveal what is hidden beneath the oil palm frond under story,
twisted in the kudzu vines. We collectively worked to tear back the lateral roots of
corruption, control and manipulation bend machetes and that clamp down into Afrodescendant and Indigenous ancestral territories with iron hairs. By intertwining multiscaled perspectives, we have unearthed some stories of the forest communities who have
witnessed these changes and, with any luck, we have woven back alive some of the
histories, keeping the spirits of the rainforest, of the struggle for life, alive.
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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CHAPTER V
Geographies of Hope of Establishing a “Territory of Peace”: Casting Inter-ethnic
Social Nets across a Sea of Oil Palms in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territoryregion of Ecuador
Red Routes
Soaring through the coastal rainforest,
Been following on the red roots for years,
Roots that break like tributaries, swim like snakes,
Criss-crossing the routes that Chachis once cleared,
While walking, sweating, within the shade of trees.
Red Routes holding sturdy, never sinking…
Floating on the quick-sand-like sludge and slosh
Tightropes are used like sidewalks,
Indicating where it is safe to place little feet.
Implicitly understood to make their ways easier.
The Chachis are accustomed to balancing on
These tangled red roots, gnarled and worn.
The red routes…. Familiar paths through the forest,
Conduits that they swiftly follow back home…
To their village along the banks of the Tululbí River.
—(Hazlewood, 1997)
“The African [sic] palm is not hope for Ecuador. We are destroying the forests.
We are destroying Nature, the base of life itself. The African [sic] palm is not a
future path. It is one of the paths that has not resolved problems, and even less in
Esmeraldas. We are losing the last tropical forests in the Ecuadorian Coast.”113
-Alberto Acosta (pers. com. 22 December 2009)

Introduction
The poem above was written in 1997, back when I was getting my boots stuck in
the mud every other step while I was learning how to walk in Ecuador’s Northwest
Pacific Coast’s rain forest. I was trying to follow the Chachi families through the forest,
who kept waiting for me. At that time they came and went from La Ceiba either by canoe
113

Original Text: La palma africana no es esperanza para el Ecuador. Estamos destrozando los bosques.
Estamos destrozando la Naturaleza, la base de la vida misma. La palma africana no es el camino del futuro.
Es uno de los caminos que no ha resuelto los problemas, menos en Esmeraldas. Estamos perdiendo los
últimos bosques tropicales en la Costa Ecuatoriana.
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on the Tululbí River or walking from the almost completed San Lorenzo-Ibarra highway
to La Ceiba, their commune. They moved through the forest, it seemed to me, by
effortlessly balancing on the very prevalent and bright red Sande (Brosimum utile) roots,
thus avoiding the deep mud. Needless to say, both the parents and the children—five year
olds toting machetes—appeared to thoroughly enjoy laughing at uya-shinbu114 as they
commented to one another in Cha’paala (their language).
The ancestral territory-region of the Afro-ecuadorians, Chachis, and Awá peoples
was still largely covered by rainforests at this time. Again, when one compares a land
cover map from a year later, 1998, and one from 2007 the canton of San Lorenzo,
Ecuador (see Figure 2.3, Chapter II) that includes Afro-ecuadorian, Chachi, or Awá
communal territories, one can see that, since that time, a seeming sea of oil palms has
been spreading and swallowing the Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous peoples’ ancestral
rainforest-covered territories. As Alberto Acosta, the ex-President of Ecuador’s
constitutional assembly, reports in the quote above, expanding oil palm plantations are
destroying the “last tropical forests” in the canton of San Lorenzo and the Esmeraldas
province.
In Chapter II, I argued that oil palm plantations have transformed San Lorenzo
residents from largely self-sufficient people into castaways; once able to travel freely
through one another’s lands and across national borders, they are now nearly stranded on
dispersed and isolated land holdings resembling islands in a growing sea of palms. I
maintain that the communal territories where these ancestral communities live are
literally forest and agro-ecological refuges or islands of hope in a sea of palms.

114

See footnote 6 to see the linguistic and cultural definition and understanding of uya shinbu.
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Figuratively, then, these lands act as spaces of hope, as are places where the people can
continue their everyday cultural practices and political, economic, ecological formations
and reformations in relation to each other, their forest, the palms and the outside world. I
call such processes and reformations intra-island geographies of hope115 because placebased practices of the people on these islands offer alternative political ecological, and,
compared to the encroaching monoculture oil palm plantations, more sustainable, ways of
life. In Chapter II, I also touched upon inter-island or inter-ethnic geographies of hope in
the section entitled “Transforming a Sea of Palm into a frontier of struggle: Inter-Island
Geographies of Hope”.
The chapter at hand—which emphasizes the goal of the Fourth World’s peoples’
struggle for a frontera de paz (frontier of peace) in the Pacific Coastal Frontier Territoryregion—expands upon the latter concept of inter-island or inter-ethnic geographies of
hope. In other words, as stated in Chapter II, even when Afro-ecuadorians, Chachis, and
Awá peoples are surrounded, isolated, infringed upon, and pitted against one another,
they have recognized the encroaching sea of oil palm plantations and its tides of violence
against their communities and Nature as a common problem based in a capitalist and
neoliberal agenda. Here I focus upon three cases where the distinct ethnic communities
have come together (with the support of Ecuadorian sustainable development and
environmental non-governmental organizations) to construct ideological links and
structures of support that simultaneously serve to do the following: 1) claim their “rights
115

As defined in chapter 1, “geographies of hope” are the agro-ecological and cultural practices and interethnic networks that create possibilities of social and environmental justice, and ultimately, peace (Agnew,
2007; Blomley, 2007; Braun, 2005; Harvey, 2000; Hyndman, 2007; Klinkenberg, 2007; Lawson, 2007;
Radcliffe, 2007; Sparke, 2007; Wolch, 2007)—in San Lorenzo. Geographies of hope encompass what
Escobar (2008, p. 17) refers to as “peace-with-justice” processes, which is discussed in greater depth in the
present chapter.
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to [ethnic] difference” and rights to self-determination over their lands in their ethnic
territories; 2) build on commonalities encountered in “epistemic frontier regions”
(Escobar, 2008; Mignolo, 2005). By both creating new ideological links between
themselves as ancestral communities threatened by oil palm plantation expansion and
casting rights- and identity- based social and inter-ethnic nets116 between their isolated
ethnic territories, the Chachi, Awá, and Afro-ecuadorian people keep their lands
connected and collectively defend Nature’s and their own constitutional rights. I argue
that these are necessary ideological and structural steps in “peace-with-justice processes”
(Escobar, 2008: p. 7) towards defending themselves and establishing “territories of
peace” (pers. com. 10 November 2009), a concept created by San Lorenzo residents in
collaboration with a newly established human rights organization called Frontier of Peace
Network (Red Fronteriza de Paz). The idea of the latter is to create a buffer zone, and
“transcender la frontera (“transcending the frontier”, going beyond both ethnic and
Colombian-Ecuador borders)”, thus “regionalizing the concept of peace”
(“regionalizando el concepto de paz” (pers. com. 10 November, 2009) and concretizing
inter-island or inter-ethnic geographies of hope in the Northwest Pacific (peaceful)
Frontier Territory-region.
I argue that Inter-ethnic geographies of hope ultimately are “geographies of más
allá (beyond)”. As Chachi, Awá, and Afro-ecuadorian communities confront oil palm
companies infringing on their rights, who is constituted as ‘us’ and ‘them’ is recreated
and re-presented. Where perhaps their main criteria for difference before the arrival of the
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These inter-ethnic networks have involved local as well as regional, national, and international
collaborations.
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oil palm plantations in their ancestral territory-region was ethnicity, ethnicity may either
be at the forefront or take the back burner as the communities defend their constitutional
rights and their territories against toxic dumping in their rivers or land invasions staged
and imposed by oil palm plantation pressures. Although they are based on defending
ethnic territorial borders and, thus territories of difference, the distinct ethnic peoples cast
inter-ethnic social nets beyond their islands and territorial borders based on common
experiences of how they are all affected by oil palm plantation expansion in the
Colombia-Ecuador frontier region. To defend one another and their collective rights to
self-determination within their ethnic territories, Plurinationality, Living Well (food
sovereignty) and the rights of Nature, they form inter-ethnic partnerships and networks to
stretch across a sea of palms and collectively establish peace-with-justice processes that
work towards creating a territory of peace.
As a peace-with-justice processes, this island of hope is actually there. Yet, it is
always a step away. Geographies of hope aim to both complicate and to go beyond
dichotomous and polemic discourses and hegemonies, such as domination and resistance,
oppressors and victims, and hope and fear (Fanon, 1963; Joseph, 1998; Lefebvre, 1991;
Pratt, 1992; Sundberg, 2008). Geographies of hope in this particular context of
geographies of terror and violence in the canton of San Lorenzo and the ancestral
Northwest Pacific Coast Territory-region go beyond questions of political
economy/ecology, identity, or race, and highlight an important inquiry in geography,
political ecology and development studies. They beg the question of what it means to be
different but together in a particular moment of encounter with postcolonial and
neoliberal political ecologies of palm plantations. Nonetheles, I also argue that in being
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peace-with-justice processes, geographies of hope—which again, do struggle towards an
increase in a rights-based consciousness based on being different ethnicities but together
as Fourth World Peoples—also obligate the implementation of these rights, and not just
in a neoliberal and capitalist context. Moreover, establishing laws and structures that
actually respect the rights of Fourth World peoples—such as the constitutional rights of
the right to Living Well, Plurinationality, and the rights of Nature, or even international
human and Indigenous rights—requires the complete restructuring of political economies
and ecologies from the ground up. This is why geographies of hope are geographies and
not just ideologies.
This next section first discusses theoretical understandings of geographies of hope
and hope and why it is important in a context of geographies of violence and terror. I then
establish why and how these geographies of violence and terror attempt to control and
expel, thus imposing forced encounters between the oil palm plantation and the ancestral
communities of the Northwest Pacific Coast Frontier Territory-region. The second to last
section expands upon three different moments when reaching across ethnic borders to be
able to defend collective rights to self-determination within their ethnic territories,
Plurinationality, Living Well (food sovereignty) and the rights of Nature. The
conclusions demonstrate why inter-ethnic geographies of hope are central to creating a
“territory of peace” in colonial and increasingly conflictive frontiers created by oil palm
plantation expansion.
What Exactly is Geography of Hope Anyway?: Critical Review and Genealogy of
the Literature on ‘Geographies of Hope’
Building on Lefebvre (1991), Pratt (1992), and Sundberg (2008, p. 1), this section
is founded on this proposal: inter-island or inter-ethnic geography of hope is a ‘space
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place’, or a ‘transcultural contact zone’ that is constituted by the following: 1) imposed
and translated cultural representations of transformations of space produced by
postcolonial and neoliberal political ecologies of oil palms; and 2) every day discourses
and practices of diverse Fourth World peoples that come together at this crossroads and
that are reconstituted in these “contact zones” (Pratt, 1992, p. 4) to defend their rights to
difference. Pratt defines contact zones as “social spaces where disparate cultures meet,
clash, and grapple with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination
and subordination” (ibid). Contact zones are important because they blur the boundaries
between often essentialized place-based cultures and ‘the rest of the world’ (Pratt, 1992,
p. 5) but also because they act as nodes for the acts of expanding networks, which are
vital in establishing hopeful moves towards justice and peace.117 The concept of
transcultural contact zones, therefore, highlights the importance of subject formation and
re-formation, especially as distinct ethnicities come together to create legal actions both
against and for a common cause.
This section argues that it is important to focus on both the discourses and
practices (the ideological and material structures of geographies of hope) that constitute
these space-places or transcultural contact zones that I call inter-island geographies of
hope. Inter-island geographies of hope are investigated specifically in the postcolonial
political ecological context where different ethnic communities come together to defend
themselves in the face of oil palm companies attempting to cause internal conflicts
between historically peaceful peoples living along the Northwest Pacific Coast.
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Joseph (1998) highlights the importance of this perspective by unpacking the word ‘encounter’ (with the
Latin roots in and contra- in relation with and against).
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To discuss further geographies of hope, I believe it is important to define different
understandings of hope. Paolo Freire118 states, “Hope is an ontological need.
Hopelessness is but hope that has lost its bearings, and become a distortion of that
ontological need” (Freire, 1995). Hope is a coping mechanism and an ontological
necessity that leads people to recognize possibility for change and create novel
relationships with the world (Bloch, 1995; Freire, 1995; Harvey, 2000). One ironic aspect
of hope is that it becomes a prominent focus in situations where environmental
transformations or other adverse situations could be seen as attempting to choke entire
“lifeworlds” (Buttimer, 1976) and leading to dwindling hope. This may be because when
they see seemingly impossible and destructive postcolonial political ecologies unfolding
before their eyes, such contradictions catalyze them to think what more could be possible,
thus instigating peace-with-justice processes based in their own ideas of what
geographies of hope founded on rights- and identity-based development could be like.
“Geographies of hope” is a term that is useful in drawing attention to how
alternatives to seemingly entrapping circumstances can be re-imagined and re-created. A
focus on geographies of hope shifts the emphasis from a set of constraints and toward the
ways that people use their own economic, political, and cultural resources to resist and
negotiate (Gibson and Graham, 2006; Lingis, 2002; Taussig, 2002). The emerging
literature on hope and geographies of hope is based in part on philosophy (Lingis, 2002;
Zournazi, 2002) and tends to discuss geographies of hope in relation to “geographies of
fear” (Lawson, 2007; Radcliffe, 2007; Sparke, 2007). My work on geographies of hope
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Freire begins his book Pedagogy of Hope (1995) by talking about his own struggles in maintaining hope
and its necessity in implementing social change and battling the confines of colonial oppression, in
decolonizing ourselves.
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intends to join the work of Sarah Wright (2008; 2010) by expanding this narrow
definition and grounding the construct. One method to doing so is to enable and put into
action the connections between postcolonial political ecology and anti-alternative
development processes that occur within a specific place and within specific
communities.
In a socio-historical context of considering the post-structural and structural
obstacles to alternatives to globalization, capitalism and development, “Spaces of Hope”
(Harvey, 2000), “Geographies of Hope” (Hyndman, 2007; Klinkenberg, 2007; Lawson,
2007; Radcliffe, 2007; Sparke, 2007; Wolch, 2007), and “Hopeful Geographies”
(McKinnon et al., 2008) has become an important theme in geographical literatures in the
last decade.119 David Harvey was the first to discuss geographical spaces for hope. In
2000, David Harvey published Spaces of Hope in which he maintains that Margaret
Thatcher was wrong in the 1980s when she claimed, “There is no alternative” to
globalizing neoliberal agendas of free economies and minimal state interference (Harvey,
2000; Peck and Tickell, 2002). He draws from the ideas of Ernst Bloch who stated “there
is a very clear interest that has prevented the world from seeing the possible” (1988, p. 7).
In 1954, Ernst Bloch published a book called The Principle of Hope (1995) whose three
volumes discussed three main aspects of utopian hope: 1) Not-Yet-Consciousness, a
anticipatory moment for new possibilities in human thought; 2) the outlines of the
multiple principles of a utopian world; and 3) a ‘utopian homeland’ where both social
justice and social change of consciousness are possible. Bloch maintained that utopian
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All of these authors write about hope or contribute to hope-based geographical literatures, yet, none of
them define hope.
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thought was important because without it, there was no hope, and without hope,
“alternative politics becomes impossible” (Harvey, 2000, p. 156). Harvey proposes that
by taking into account the contradictions of a capitalist global economy and assessing the
potential for libratory possibilities, people can cultivate a mental space of hope that acts
as Bloch’s Not-Yet-Consciousness. He claims that by having the courage to open to these
spaces of hope, individuals can create small changes, and these could potentially build on
themselves to make significant material transformations in society.
Engaging ‘the cultural turn’ in relation to Marxism that took place in geography
and the social sciences, and thus naming his book similarly to that of Raymond William’s
Resources of Hope (1989), Harvey calls his approach to a Neoliberal world ‘dialectical
utopianism’ or ‘relational’ dialectics. This approach is grounded in what he refers to as
‘historical-geographical materialism’ because it ties together both the materialist sociocultural conditions of political economies and the utopian traditions that open to the
possibility of alternative politics (Harvey 2000, p.15). Harvey (2000, p. 17) claims, “The
inability to find ‘an optimism of the intellect’ with which to work through alternatives has
now become one of the most serious barriers to progressive politics”. Harvey’s aim,
therefore, is to point to the spaces between universality and particularity that are fertile
for political struggle and cultivating more hopeful alternatives. He claims that a central
contradiction of globalization is that, although people become more and more integrated
into market capitalism, they also become increasingly aware of their universal human
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rights. It is these rights, these grounds for contemplation of what it means to be human
where humans can ‘do architecture’120, thus carving out spaces of hope.
Situating himself with a humanist stance, Harvey (2000) deduces that that human
nature forms the basis for their being curious and transformative social beings whose
evolutionary experience have given them a basic repertoire for “strategic options for
human action” (struggle, adaptation, collaboration, environmental transformations,
spatial orderings, and temporal orderings). He highlights, however, that ‘doing
architecture’ requires taking into account how human reality is contingent and
constrained by the material conditions of our political economy and that one of the ways
out of the predicament of neoliberal capitalism. He therefore outlines six responsibilities
towards other beings in the web of life and seven theatres for the insurgent architect.121
Harvey (2000, p. 255) recalls Marx’s ‘real moment’ where the existing capitalist
social order and structure comes undone and we ‘gain the courage of our minds’ to
imagine and begin creating a better world. Marx (1977, p. 64) maintains that such
utopian ideological, and essentially religious, approaches to political economic systems
are not enough. He argues that we must realize our potential as social beings capable of
restructuring structures:
The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people is the demand for
their real happiness. The demand to give up the illusions about their condition is
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To understand human’s capacity for ‘doing architecture’, he calls for a conversation about and an
investigation into the potential of Marx’s concept of ‘species being’ that has been dismissed as a
deterministic social Darwinist concept. Harvey maintains that in order to understand ‘species being’ there is
a need to develop a working definition of human nature.
121

1) “the personal as political”; 2) “the politics of collectivities”; 3) particularities of certain political
movements that he calls “militant particularism”; 4) creating institutions and built environments; 5)
speaking alongside people and resisting the temptation to ‘translate’ for the other; and, 6), the final
“moment of universality” that acts like a moment of decision on how we will act as sentient beings in the
world, and shaping socio-ecological orders to create room for more possibilities.
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a demand to give up a condition that requires illusion. The criticism of region is
therefore the germ of the criticism of the valley of tears whose halo is religion.
Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers from the chains not so that man may
bear chains without any imagination or comfort, but so that he may throw away
the chains and pluck living flowers. The criticism of religion disillusions man so
that he may think, act, and fashion his own reality as a disillusioned man to come
to his senses: so that he may revolve around himself as his real sun. Religion is
only the illusory sun, which revolves around man as long as he does not revolve
around himself.
It is therefore the task of history, now the truth is no longer in the beyond, to
establish the truth of the here and now.

Harvey’s moment or space-place for potential social change is what Kojin
Karatani (1995) calls “the moral horizon of communism”. The idea of “a horizon” of a
political economic system may be the particular space-place central to understanding the
potential for geographies of hope based in restructuring economies because a horizon is a
border, or what separates what the eye can see, and “the beyond”, or what can merely be
imagined. Geographies of hope must echo Marx’s statement and work towards practices
that implement “the beyond” in the here and now in order to be actual peace-with-justice
processes that lead towards these goals. Harvey’s concept of spaces of hope are clearly
not only cultivated ideologies and imaginaries in relation to spaces of fear—that may be
more discourse-based, but, spaces of hope are where people cultivate peace-with-justice
practices that actually work towards defending their rights amidst a historicalgeographical materialist structures.
Paulo Freire (1995, p. 8) concurs with Marx and Harvey, declaring that, “The idea
that hope alone will transform the world, and action undertaken in that kind of naiveté, is
an excellent route to hopelessness, pessimism, and fatalism.” In other words, despair and
hopelessness are kept at bay through action, but on the other hand, we need hope to fuel
our actions to transform the world. Hope, then is an essential element in praxis, the
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interrelation between action and reflection, reflection and action, and an central aspect of
the pedagogy of liberation theologies. Marx, Harvey, and Freire warn against hope as a
faith-based utopian ideal, and instead argue that spatial and temporal moments of human
political economies, as well as the specific and contingent complicities of the human
condition, play important roles in the potential for cultivating hopeful spaces in everyday
political ecologies.
Anthony Bogues (2003), author of Black Heretics, Black Prophets: Radical
Political Intellectuals, however, adds a very important point:
…Fanon makes the point that ‘Marxist analysis should always be slightly
stretched every time we have to deal with the colonial problem.” It is, I believe
an accurate statement. Colonoialism brought with it the entire knowledge regime
of the West, so when the native intellectual engaged in radical thought, he or she
generally found that Marxism was one available thought that encouraged revolt.

Collaborative methods and creating networks between people oppressed in
different ways and to different degrees is therefore necessary in understanding how we
become entangled in the geographies of terror, violence, fear and despair and beginning
to untangle ourselves from these webs and free ourselves from these structures that go
beyond just political economies/ecologies.
The first, to my knowledge, ‘geographies of hope’ gathering, for instance, was
adapted into a more post-structural framework. At the 2005 Denver Association of
American Geographers meeting, scholars gathered to participate in two plenary sessions
called “Geographies of Fear and Hope.” Their papers varied from foci upon geopolitical
fears and geoeconomic hopes (Sparke, 2007) to Latin American Indigenous geographies
of fear (Radcliffe, 2007) to green urban worlds (Wolch, 2007) to imposed geographies of
fear in post-disaster scenarios (Hyndman, 2007) to possibilities for geospatial
technologies in creating geographies of hope (Klinkenberg, 2007). Neither the
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introduction by Lawson (2007), nor the papers that followed, defined fear or hope or
geographies of fear or hope —except as emotions or geographies of emotions conjured
up in various geopolitical contexts. Hope, in particular, was not necessarily
contextualized within political economy or political ecology structures and nor was it as a
particularly ‘anti-capitalist’ hope, per se. Instead, the goal of this series of articles was
“understanding fear’s effects and transcending them by theorizing and enacting hopeful
alternatives” (Lawson, 2007, p. 355). Yet, since they are the first to use the term
“geographies of hope” these papers become the basis of this new literature that highlights
hope122.
The “hopeful geographies” work (McKinnon et al., 2008) follows in a similar
line, in the way that the hope, although not necessarily framed as an emotion, is framed
as a post-structural element that emerges when vertical and horizontal scales can be seen
as collapsing into one another—the local becomes global and vise versa—as proposed by
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Another frustrating aspect of this literature is that without a common understanding or even a
conversation about the meaning of fear and hope, the above Geographers decide it is part of “the mission of
Geography” to embrace and explore geographies of hope in relation to geographies of fear. Human survival
depends on such geographical knowledge, they claim (Lawson, 2007). Sparke (2007, p. 338) proposes that it
is “the responsibility of Geography” to “critically explore the geographical grounds of fear and hope”. In one
of Lawson’s concluding statements she states, “Geographers can and must be at the forefront of analysis that
chart the direction of a safer world” (Lawson 2007, p. 337). Her introduction statement for the plenary
session on geographies of hope is reminiscent of two principal ideas: 1) the figure of the navigator or who
charted safe pathways in imperialist quests of exploration and expansion, who Driver (2001) already
demonstrated was but a mythic character and exploration actually took place at multiple and contingent
sites; and 2) the rationale of conservation and development rhetoric that appoints Westerners to save the
poor and uneducated people from destitution and save the planet on which we all depend.
In other words, Lawson’s statement perpetuates colonial power relations and processes, which must be
examined when confronting geographies of fear or constructing geographies of hope. Why must
Geographers continue to insist upon their self-imposed mission to save the world and enlighten the world
with geographical knowledge? While it seems positive that many geographers today contemplate the
importance of commitment to social justice issues, much like I argue in chapter four in relation to Avatar, I
maintain that reflection upon one’s positionality relative to “others” is central to cultivating ‘hopeful’
alternatives (see chapter four). To discuss our responsibilities to one another and the earth as humans is one
thing, but to discuss Geographers’ responsibilities to the world sounds like a religious-based and colonial
mission statement.
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the flat ontologies debates (Delaney and Leitner, 1997; Howitt, 2002; Marston, 2000;
Marston et al., 2005; Swyngedouw, 1997). Moreover, hope becomes an emergent product
of a representation that emphasizes personal and political decisions that people make at
within particular “glocalities” (Swyngedouw, 1997).123 Hopeful geographies, then, are
constituted by and constitute an ideological fissure, where we can begin to see the light
and imagine that capitalism is not really that powerful and monolithic, and thus, visualize
our way out of the hegemonic trap of believing so:
Rather than a strong rhetoric of critique, victory and winning, we engage a
somewhat more modest yet still critical questioning that looks to reveal cracks in
what appears to be the perfect hegemony of global capitalism, structural power
and domination by neo-liberalism. We seek to foster sources of hope and
inspiration for how to re-imagine the world otherwise, finding in the complex
and conflicted localities in which we work examples to guide our practice
towards transformations that, though mundane and everyday, are no less
powerful. (McKinnon et al., 2008, p. 279)

To simply contemplate and discuss post-structural approaches to hope in relation
to structural processes like globalization, neoliberalization, and oppression and to state
things like “Rather than looking to the hope of a future transformed world, or victory
over injustice, it (hopeful geographies) is a project of locating the glimmers of possibility
that exist in the here and now and supporting them” (McKinnon et al., 2008, p. 279) is to,
I argue, leave hope as merely an emotional and faith-based utopian ideal. Merely
reframing and representing the very real everyday effects of geographies of violence,
terror, and fear in a new and more positive light by concentrating on localities or
“glocalities” is practically the same as getting on our knees and praying they go away or
being a “good neighbor”. It does not seem, therefore, that such ‘geographies of hope’ or
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I have extracted these understanding of what they mean by hope from what they have written, but again,
they do not define hope.
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‘hopeful geographies’ are built upon the pillars that Marx, Harvey, and Freire propose, as
they do not seem to work towards dismantling capitalism and decolonizing and
restructuring our postcolonial political ecologies from the ground-up.
Thus far, unfortunately, I would say there is little coherence or real substance to
the hope-based literature. In fact, I would hesitate to call it a literature at all because it
does not have a theoretical base or framework that ties such disperse topical foci together.
Geographies of hope in relation to what? Colonialism? Neoliberalism? Capitalism?
Environmental destruction? Fear? Terrorism? States? The apocalypse? All of them? Just
because different pieces have the same word in the title (i.e., hope or fear) does not make
them constitute a literature.
I believe that the hope-based geographical literature has great potential, but it is a
literature-in-the-making, and it must be recontextualized within a base of postcolonial
political ecology literatures. The work by Sarah Wright (2008; 2010) about “practicing
hope” and “cultivating beyond-capitalist economies” in the site of everyday economic
struggles of the people of the village of Puno in the Philippines seems to be the
exception. Nevertheless the majorities of geographies of hope discussed in Geography so
far are presented as materializing from a rather murky post-structural combination of the
following literatures: critical, feminist, and post-development studies; ‘liberated’ political
ecology; new social movements; race, identity and subject making (and post-humanist
studies); utopia studies; and environmental justice. Like chinampas (raised garden beds in
swamplands cultivated by the Aztecs) in Mexico City, geographies—or islands—of hope,
ripe for cultivation, emerge from a particular, albeit swampy, political ecology.
Geographies of hope, therefore, must not act as like ‘new age’ religion, that becomes a
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privileged amalgamation of all that is beautiful about diverse Native American ways of
knowing, which is also decontextualized from all the each of the particular historically
colonial and political ecological struggles of Fourth World Peoples.
I assert that ‘geographies of hope’ is an important concept for a ‘liberated’ or
critical political ecology (Peet and Watts, 1996)124 and critical development studies
because a geography of hope can be thought of like a refuge or an island of hope in a sea
of development disaster and despair. “Doing architecture” of a geographies of hope
invokes utopian, postcolonial, and political ecology literature as it requires that people to
draw from their particular socio-historical, political, economic, ecological circumstances
(Harvey, 2000) to establish and re-present new discourses and practices in face of such
encounters.
Much like the concept of “strategic essentialism” (Hall, 1996; Spivak, 1988,1995;
Sundberg, 2006), communities surrounded and infringed upon by development processes,
and in this case, oil palm plantations, choose to assert themselves in a particular way and
take on a certain identity, or perform as agents of transculturation (Pratt, 1992) to take
action to make a change in their lives and negotiate development (and conservation)
schemes. In order to do so, they often make claim to a certain essentialized ancestral
identity, although the lifeworld they are drawing from inevitably has much deeper roots,
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Until the early nineties, the economic and political development agendas to which Ferguson (1999) refers
had been framed as ‘geographies of imposition’ that threaten local peoples’ livelihoods and selfdetermination over resources. And it was then that people began to focus on how people resist the imposed
geographies and, thus become the seeds of social movements (Hecht and Cockburn, 1989; Peluso, 1992).
According to Peet and Watts (1996), this focus became the cornerstone in establishing new paths in political
ecology, so that the field liberated itself from the deterministic and adaptive cultural geographies from which
it grew. Yet, a post-colonial approach to political ecology, and to critical development studies as well,
addresses geographies of encounter and subject making, often in the context of ‘new’ social movements,
post-colonial encounters, and environmental justice movements (Fanon, 1963; Sundberg, 2008)
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and thus, various routes that are much more complex and complicated. It is at the
crossroads of these roots and routes where people rise up and defend what they call home
(Hall, 1996). Like Whatmore (2002: p.161), who draws on Latour’s (1993, 2007) hybrid
networking these crossroads or hybridizations of active negotiations, can emphasize a
‘relational becoming’, but in order to be effective, must be put into actions that lead
towards actual laws, structures, and law-supporting practices that reinforce the “struggles
of the poor” and help them defend themselves against geographies of violence, terror, and
fear that are implemented via oil palm plantation expansion.
Geographies of hope, then, necessarily work towards an increase in a rights-based
consciousness and practices basically because it has to. Unfortunately, immersed in
geographies of terror and violence, communities inspired by revolutionary impulses need
state and international support to stand up to multinational geopolitical interests.125 In
looking at geographies of hope as peace-with-justice processes, they obligate
implementation of these rights by establishing laws and structures that actually respect
rights—such as the constitutional rights of the right to Living Well, Plurinationality, and
the rights of Nature, or even international human and Indigenous rights—so to be able to
go on with their intra-island everyday cultural practices of hope and life. In short, by
pushing on the confines of conventional legislative pillars and insisting on new ones, they
obligate the complete restructuring of postcolonial political economies and ecologies
from the ground up.
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In some ways this may be similar to a revolutionary intellectually-inclined character needing the
structural support of academia, and thus negotiating activism-oriented research.
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‘Macro’ Views of Geographies of Violence, Terror, and Fear Versus Geographies of
Hope in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
One might ask, “But why are agrofuel developments and oil palm plantations not a
geography of hope (for those creating them, who, for example might believe they create
jobs thus addressing poverty)?” I respond that they cannot be qualified as such because it
is a space of domination and control. Oil palm plantations impose its monotonous and
homogenous geographies to such an extent that they not only impose geographies of
violence, terror, and fear, but they also kill and poison possibilities for the proliferation of
life. Chapter II showed that the forest and its diversity are destroyed as it is replaced with
palms. In addition, the river is contaminated, as monoculture palm plantations require
pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, and palm oil processing black waters are dumped.
Palm plantations also have led to dispossessions of territory and instigation of social
conflicts between the historically peaceful Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian communities
and violations of Indigenous and Afro-ecuadorian people’s rights to food security and
food sovereignty and to Living Well. In other words, oil palm plantations obligate a
controlled environment and does not allow for other life to continue. A ‘geography of
hope’—that may be based in land redistribution, for example—opens up possibility for
further interaction and for the furthering of the multiplicities of life’s forms and ways.
Largely touted as “green alternatives” to fossil fuels and unprecedented
‘development opportunities’ for impoverished rural communities, agro-fuel developments
in Latin America are often undertaken by private-public business alliances and
transnational investments without regards to local communities (Tauli-Corpuz and
Tamang, 2007; Tebtebba, 2008). In such arrangements, state policies pave the economic
and political ground, international monies provide the necessary funding, and national
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private sector actors undertake the ventures (International Verification Mission, 2009).
However, as Chapter II discusses, rather than delivering on its promises of rural
development and sustainability, the reigning “green” strategy of agro-fuel production
leading to oil palm plantation expansion in Latin America has resulted in accelerated
rainforest destruction, environmental degradation, and the exacerbation of existent socioeconomic and racial inequalities (Escobar, 2008; Global South Workshop on Biofuels,
2007).
Ecuadorian Minister of Agriculture, Ramon Espinel (pers.com. 22 December
2009) questioned whether agrofuel development whether agrofuel projects can really be
considered “green” at all. He called for more research:
The fundamental problema of biofuels is that they are based in monoculture and
monocropping and this bring some grave inconvenientes because the energetic
balance that is typical of monocropping is a tremendously heavy balance that
causes a very important ecological footprints. As we know, agriculture is the
principal cause of the alternation of the face of the Earth already, and
monocropping is one of the production systems that has most effects from the
point of view of energetic balance. Then in this sense, we think that the biofuel
theme needs to be seriously analyzed.126
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Original Text: Uno de los problemas que yo veo, que están asociados con este tipo de proyectos es el
hecho de que esas tierras podrían estar produciendo alimentos. Entonces (biocombustibles) están entrando
en competencia con la producción de alimentos, ya por otro lado el otro temor que podría he, derivarse de
los biocombustibles en la medida en la que la producción agrícola para biocombustibles es una producción
que requiere extensas superficies de terreno. El otro temor es que se piense en ampliar la frontera agrícola.
Esto yo pienso que para Ecuador no sería conveniente. Ampliar su frontera agrícola implicaría incorporar
tierras que están he, en este momento cubiertas por masas vegetales como, por ejemplo, bosques o zonas
que son más bien zonas de reserva. Ecuador para garantizar su capacidad de alimentos e, incluso para
poder generar alimentos para enviar al resto del mundo no necesita ampliar su frontera agrícola, entonces
pensamos que, esto, este camino no sería el adecuado. El problema fundamental de los biocombustibles, es
que está basado en la mono cultura en el monocultivo y esto trae …algunos inconvenientes graves, porque
el balance energético que es típico del monocultivo es un balance tremendamente pesado y que causa una
huella ecológica muy importante. Como sabemos, la agricultura es la principal causa de la alteración de la
faz de la tierra ya, y el monocultivo es una de las, de los sistemas de producción que mas efectos tiene desde
el punto de vista de balance energético. Entonces en este sentido, en este sentido pensamos que, en este
sentido pensamos que, el tema de biocombustibles tiene que ser seriamente analizado.
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In order to analyze the feasibility of implementing macro scale monoculturebased development of agrofuels in Ecuador, already existing socio-economic inequalities
and contradictions and how they will be affected must be taken into consideration.
Vandana Shiva states, “Monocultures are in fact a sources of scarcity and poverty, both
because they destroy diversity and alternatives and also because they destroy
decentralized control on production and consumption systems... Monocultures spread not
because they produce more, but because they control more” (Shiva, 1993, p. 6). Afroecuadorian scholar and poet, García (pers. com. 3 November 2008) notes monoculture oil
palm plantation expansion in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region of Ecuador
not only exacerbates already existing environmental and socio-economic problems, but it
may result from other motivations that wear a very particular macro-scale geopolitical
mask:
Everything, all the north zone, the entire Afro-descendant population, is a macro
project that starts with the Plan Colombia project that has to do with
deterritorializing those groups that are “racially violent”. I believe that, I believe
that the region is first like a human displacement project that we Afrodescendants have seen, like there exists a will in the countries, the two states
[Ecuador and Colombia] to demobilize certain types of social groups, for their
level of poverty, for their, I don’t know, vulnerability and for their availability.
And I believe some advertisements have shown that the palm is replacing the
native forests because this permits more control over no coca [emphasis added].
Then we believe that the [macro]project brings first impeding coca planting in
the region; Impede it: this is the macroproject for us. The big macro project is the
biofuels that for me has various paths, various steps, in other words, all the north
of Esmeraldas has to be biofuels.”127
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Original Text: Todo, toda la zona norte, toda la población afro hay un macro proyecto que arranca con
el proyecto de Plan Colombia que tiene que ver con, con desterritorializar aquellos grupos que son
“racialmente violentos”. Yo creo que, yo creo que la región, primero es como un proyecto de
desplazamiento humano que nosotros los afros hemos visto como que existe una voluntad en los dos Estos,
los dos estados [Ecuador and Colombia], de desmovilizar cierto tipo de grupos sociales, por sus niveles de
pobreza, por su, no se vulnerabilidad, por su disponibilidad. Y creo que algunos anuncios que se han hecho
muestran de que la palma es el reemplazo a los bosques nativos por que eso permite más el control de no
coca. Entonces nosotros creemos que el proyecto trae primero impedir la siembra de coca en la región,
impedirla ese es el macro proyecto para nosotros. El gran macro proyecto es biocombustibles, para mi que
tiene varios caminos, varios pasos, o sea todo el norte de Esmeraldas tiene que ser biocombustibles…
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Minister Espinel (pers. com. 22 December 2009) indicated that expanding the
agricultural frontier and replacing the rainforests with oil palm plantations for agrofuel
development does not make sense, especially when taking into consideration how largescale agrofuel crops like palm oil and sugarcane can put food sovereignty in risk,
unnecessarily destroy forest ecosystems, and exacerbate social and economic problems:
One of the problems that I see, that is already associated with this type of Project
is the fact that these lands can be producing food. Then they [agrofuels] are
entering in competition with food production. On the other had the fear is that the
derive biofuels from agricultural médiums is a production that requires extensive
land surfaces. The other fear is that en thinking of expanding the agricultural
frontier. This, I think, for Ecuador, would not be convenient. To expand the
agricultural frontier would imply incorporating land that are in this momento
covered by plant masses, like, for example, forests or zones that are reserve
zones. Ecuador, to guarentee its food capabilities and, including, to be able to
generate food to send to the rest of the world does not need to expand its
agricultural frontier. Then we think that this path would not be adecuate. Ecuador
does not need to amplify its agricultural frontier. We have in Ecuador more or
less 12 million and a half hectares capable of agricultural production, not
counting páramos [again, a high altitude Andean ecosystem), rainforests. This is
to say, [we have] reserve areas with direct capacity for agricultural production.
We have about 12 million and a half hectares and we have at this momento in the
country more than 4 million hectares that are not being cultivated. In other words
we have more than a third part of the country’s agricultural land that could be
incorporated into production, and Ecuador today is a country that has relative
food self-sufficiency. So, I do not see the need to expand the agricultural frontier.
What I see is the necessity of incorporating into production all this land that has
the capacity to produce. Ecuador produces one of the, of the greatest inequities of
land distribution. Already Latin America is the continent that has the greatest
inequalities, and inside of Latin America, Ecuador is among the most unequal
countries. We have a land distribution Gini coefficient of 0.81, where the case
that approximately 2 percent of landowners has 46 percent of the land, while
…66 percent of lowners have only 6 percent of the land. This means there is a
totally unequal land distribution.128
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Original text: Ecuador no necesita ampliar su frontera agrícola. Tenemos en Ecuador más o menos unas
12 millones y medio de hectáreas en capacidad de producción agrícola, sin contar paramos, bosques,
humedales, es decir, [tenemos] áreas de reserva en capacidad directa de producción agrícola. Tenemos
alrededor de 12 millones y medio de hectáreas y tenemos en este momento en el país más de 4 millones de
hectáreas que no están siendo cultivadas. En otras palabras tenemos más de una tercera parte de la tierra
agrícola del país que se puede incorporar a la producción y Ecuador es hoy día un país que tiene una
relativa suficiencia alimentaria. Por tanto yo no veo la necesidad de ampliar la frontera agrícola, lo que si
veo es la necesidad de que se incorpore a la producción toda esta tierra que está en capacidad de producir.
Ecuador se produce una de las, de las mayores inequidades de la distribución de la tierra, ya América
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The Minister of Agriculture seemed invested in hopeful alternatives to
monocultures. Possibilities for ecological diversity and food sovereignty that lay at the
foundation of the Ecuadorian constitution and subsequent geographies of hope are based
not in expanding plantations, but instead in land redistribution, a law and a plan that is
currently in the works in the “Mr. Hyde” version of Ecuador’s government that is
working towards a more sustainable post-development society. Minister Espinel (22
December 2009) stated the following:
The new constitution of the Republic of Ecuador establishes as one of their
mandates, perhaps the most important, food sovereignty. Food sovereignty means
including food security, also speaks of preserving a type of agriculture that has to
do especially with the ability of people to maintain, to maintain its production
capacity and sustain the environment…For this [reason] we are working, as one of
the key elements of the policy of the Ministry of Agriculture, in a program we're
calling The Land Plan. This is a program to provide access to peasants [and]
Indigenous people, and from the Ecuadorian Coast and the Amazon Ecuador, to
give them access to land for bringing them [the lands] to produce… We are
distributing around 70, 000 hectares that are owned by the Ecuadorian State,
giving them to farmer organizations. But there is also a law enacted by President
Rafael Correa, which states that land uncultivated must be reversed and
expropriated to be delivered to farmers and producers. Applying these two plans
in the next four years we will have redistributed two and a half million hectares in
Ecuador to small producers, which are considered parameters to establish a
minimum of 10 hectares per family in the Coastal region and a minimum of 5
hectares per family in the Mountain region. This would mean to give land access
to about 350 families.... This is called the Law of Uncultivated Lands....We do not
have a law in Ecuador to limit the area of plantations. Therefore there is no legal
basis to define, or limit to a certain amount of land devoted to whatever crop or
the property of an individual or corporation, right? But this does not imply that
control should not be established, overall over environmental effects... Also, there
are lands that are being used the wrong way, for example, issues that affect the
environment, such as logging forests, invasion of wetlands, destruction of
mangrove forests. These lands are also subject to be expropriated, and so then is
that there are many ways of involvement ... It is going to be very difficult, or I do
not see the need to support that [agrofuel development and subsequent oil palm

Latina es el continente que tiene la mayor desigualdad, y dentro de América Latina, Ecuador está entre los
países más desiguales. Tenemos un coeficiente Gini de distribución de tierra de 0.81 donde tenemos el caso
de que aproximadamente el 2 por ciento de los propietarios tiene el 46 por ciento de la tierra, mientras
que…el 66 por ciento de propietarios tiene apenas el 6 por ciento de la tierra. Lo que significa que hay una
distribución totalmente desigual….
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plantation expansion]. I think that I should be clear, that I can not prevent the
development of the African [sic] [oil] palm, because I do not have a law about
it…But what I can do and I say I'm not going to incentives to that because I do not
think that is the type of agriculture that the country needs.129

These legislative geographies of hope—based in food sovereignty and security of
peasants and ethnic people, and highlighted by the Minister of Agriculture—compete
with those aspirations of oil palm companies to dominate the lands of Esmeraldas and
San Lorenzo. It is true that the Ecuadorian and Colombian governments’ climate change
mitigation development discourses and subsequent imposed geographies of terror,
violence, and fear—based in controlling and “securing” the frontier—currently dominate
the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region. It is also true that Minister Espinel,
together with people like ex-Constitutional Assembly President, Alberto Acosta (now in
129

Original Text: La nueva constitución de la República del Ecuador establece como uno de sus mandatos,
el más importante tal vez, el de la soberanía alimentaria. La soberanía alimentaria, que entre otras cosas
significa seguridad alimentaria, también habla de preservar un tipo de agricultura que tiene que ver
especialmente con la capacidad de las personas de mantener, de mantener su capacidad de producción y
sostener el medio ambiente…Por esto estamos trabajando, como uno de los elementos centrales de la
política del Ministerio de Agricultura, en un programa que lo estamos llamando El Plan Tierra… Es un
programa para dar acceso a los campesinos, indígenas he, y de la Costa Ecuatoriana y de la Amazonia
Ecuatorian,a darles acceso a tierras para que las pongan a producir en esto estamos distribuyendo
alrededor de 70 mil hectáreas que están en propiedad del Estado ecuatoriano entregándoseles a las
organizaciones campesinas. Pero además existe una ley decretada por el Presidente Rafael Correa, que
establece que las tierras no cultivadas deben se revertidas y expropiadas para ser entregadas a campesinos
y productores…Aplicando estos dos planes pensamos que en los próximos cuatro años habremos
redistribuido 2 millones y medio de hectáreas en el Ecuador para pequeños productores, que [están]
considerando parámetros como establecer un mínimo de 10 hectáreas por familia en la Región Costa y un
mínimo de 5 hectáreas por familia en la Región Sierra. Significaría dar acceso a la tierra a
aproximadamente 350 familias…. Se llama ley de tierras incultas….No tenemos una ley en el Ecuador que
limite la superficie de las plantaciones. Por tanto no hay una base legal para definir la, o limitar a una
determinada cantidad la tierra dedicada a un cultivo de lo que fuera o a la propiedad individua o
empresarial, verdad? Pero esto no implica que no deba establecerse un control sobre todo por efectos
ambientales… También hay tierras que están siendo utilizadas de una manera equivocada por ejemplo
mediante he, temas que afectan el ambiente como por ejemplo, tala de bosques, invasión de humedales,
destrucción de manglares. Esas tierras también están sujetas a ser expropiadas, ya de manera entonces es
que hay muchas maneras de afectación… Va a ser muy difícil, o sea, yo no veo la conveniencia de apoyar
aquello. Yo pienso que de, debo ser claro en que yo no puede impedir que la, el desarrollo que tiene la
palma africana, porque no tengo una ley al respecto puedo trabajar… Pero lo que sí puedo hacer y se lo
digo es que no voy a incentivar aquello ya, porque no creo que es el tipo de agricultura que al país le
conviene.
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the Political Sciences Department at FLACSO-Ecuador), are some of the few politicians
in Ecuador who seem to really make a stance against extractive development and work
for alternatives, as opposed to just dressing corruption in revolutionary rhetoric. Yet, with
more governmental recognition of the deleterious consequences of oil palm expansion
and subsequent legislation that supports the rights of ‘the poor’ and affected Fourth
World peoples, perhaps their own place-based geographies and cultural practices of hope
stand a chance of defending the shores, the borders and frontier spaces, of their island
territories. This next section demonstrates that rising tides of climate change mitigation
development—articulated through agrofuel development and oil palm plantation
expansion and rising tides of social movements—founded in pushing forward
geographies of hope—go hand and hand.
Place-based Geographies of Hope of Establishing a Inter-ethnic Territory of Peace
in the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region
While it is undeniable that the expansion of monoculture oil plantations decimates
biodiversity, contaminates the environment and the rivers, re-concentrates land tenure,
jeopardizes the food security and sovereignty of rural communities, threatens Indigenous
and Afro-descendant peoples’ territorial autonomy, and binds their labor to exploitative
regimes, all is not said about the future of agro-fuels in Latin America. Although
plantations are postcolonial configurations of people and Nature that often encompass
long histories of exploitation and disciplining political economic regimes, their expansion
does not reflect a totalizing process of domination (Stoler, 1992).
While social categories are helpful in determining relative power relations, the
battles between opponents and proponents of agro-fuel production in Latin America do
not play out in simplified camps of victims and perpetrators. Instead of reading it as the
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teleological story of globalization in late capitalism, the expansion of agro-fuels in Latin
America can be read as an embattled struggle over competing place-making projects
(Escobar, 2008).
This is best exemplified by two ongoing dynamics that I have observed in San
Lorenzo, which lead to emergent geographies of hope. On the one hand, local
communities willfully resist, re-signify and reorganize the social relations proposed and
imposed by those who champion agro-fuel developments. On the other hand, as
concerted efforts to configure landscapes and fix social relations in particular
arrangements engage new actors and create new socio-economic and political forces,
unexpected and unarticulated alliances emerge among previously marginalized agents.
The outcome of the friction generated by the expansion of agro-fuel developments, thus,
cannot be read ahead of time; any analysis of its consequences must remain attentive to
its messy encounters and open to its unanticipated turns (Tsing, 2005) that lead to
mobilizing the geographies of hope of establishing a Territory-region of peace and to
casting inter-ethnic social nets across a sea of oil palms in the Northwest Pacific Frontier
Territory-region of Ecuador. The following three cases will demonstrate these points.
The Awá March: Awá Communities Come Together from All Provinces to Defend
the Esmeraldas Communities
Afro-ecuadorian communities do not have the same access to collective rights nor
the level of organization that the Indigenous people do. The Afro-ecuadorian movement
is arguably non-existent. With much less state and legislative support, and much less state
and NGO discourse about their ability to sustainably and “harmoniously” manage their
biodiverse lands and forests, Afro-ecuadorians are often pitted against one another and
targeted in an exploitative manner; in such a powerless position, and in effort to
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contribute to the everyday survival of their families, some will do what they have to do
for a bit of money (pers. com. 8 November 2008).
In such a context, multiple Afro-ecuadorian communities received death threats to
sell their lands to oil palm companies and, under such pressures and economic
circumstances described above, many households have relented. In January 2007, a
particular group of Afro-ecuadorians, who sold their lands to the oil palm companies and
now work as land traffickers for the palm companies, went to the Minister of
Environment in Quito. It is important to note here that the Minister of Environment’s
husband is the lawyer for ANCUPA, which to remind the reader is the national
association of oil palm growers (pers. com. 8 November 2008). At the Ecuadorian
Ministry of Environment, the Afro-ecuadorian land traffickers reclaimed their ancestral
rights to lands located in Awá territory, the only remaining large tracts of primary
rainforest in San Lorenzo (El Comercio, 2007; El Norte, 2007). The Minister of
Environment made the decision that about one-sixth of the Awá people’s 245,000 acre
legalized territory, would be put under ‘co-management’ with the Afro-ecuadorians (El
Comercio, 2007; El Norte, 2007). Soon after, these Afro-ecuadorians publicly announced
they would sell the trees and then the land to palm companies (El Comercio, 2007; El
Norte, 2007).
The Federation of Awá Centers of Ecuador (FCAE) and the Awá communities of
Esmeraldas, who were also dealing with palm plantations contaminating their rivers,
contested the co-management of their lands multiple times to no avail. In an initiative
organized by the Awá (El Comercio, 2007; El Norte, 2007), on July 5th, 2007, seven
hundred Awá people, representatives of the coastal and national Indigenous organizations
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(CONAICE and CONAIE, respectively), representatives of supporting NGOs, and the
author of this dissertation mobilized to march 108 kilometers, to the capital of Quito, to
protest the co-management of their territory (see Figure 5.1). It is especially important to
emphasize here that there are 21 Awá communities spread out in three different
provinces: Carchi, Imbabura, and Esmeraldas. Although only the four communities in
Esmeraldas were the only ones affected by the “co-management” of their communal

Figure 5.1. The Awá People March 108 Kilometers to Quito. They do so to prevent
“co-management” of their forests in their territory.

territories, they all assembled to defend their collective rights to their land and govern
autonomously their land, as well as denounce the corruption of officers of state bodies
like the Ministry of the Environment.
The people who assembled marched through the night and for the next four days
(see Figure 5.2). Although everyone’s feet were sore, some people walked the whole way
without shoes. On July 9th, they arrived at the Presidential palace, where the Vice
President, Lenin Moreno, awaited them (El Comercio, 2007; El Norte, 2007). After hours
of negotiations, the President of the Awá Federation walked out of the palace with a fist
in the air because they had accomplished the impossible: they had challenged the
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Figure 5.2. The Awá People March into the Night.

corruption of the system and won. They had annulled the co-management agreement and
reaffirmed their land title with the original acreages. The Vice President of Ecuador
explained that the government had decided to cooperate with the demands of the Awá
people because the government acknowledged that the Awá lands are “the lungs of
Ecuador” (see Figure 5.3).

Figure. 5.2. Awá People in Front of the Presidential Palace. Their banner says, “Protecting the
Environment that is the Life and Lungs of Ecuador”.
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La Chiquita (Afro-ecuadorian commune) and Guadualito (Awá) Suit Against the
Los Andes Palm Company
I conducted fieldwork in the communities of La Chiquita (Afro-ecuadorian) and
Guadualito (Awá) from July 2008 until January 2010. During this time I had many
conversations with the people about the legal processes through which they were going in
relation to their demand that four oil palm companies Palesema, Palmera de los Andes,
Calialuz y Labores Agrícola—halt contaminating with agrochemicals and dumping their
palm oil processing in the rivers. The court case began in July 2007, with a meeting with
20 communities (pers. com 17 December 2009), but by the time people realized the
degree to which they would anger the oil palm companies, put their own needs and wants
from the local municipal government tied politically and economically to the oil
companies (pers. com. November 2009) in risk, or simply decided to succeed to selling or
renting their lands to the oil companies only two communities remained: La Chiquita and
Guadualito. One Guadualito resident explains:
Who ever does not align themselves with them [the oil palm companies] would
not have backing. So it is easier and convenient to align themselves with them
before being enemy. That is that it is easier because when we had here the suit
for the contamination of the river, we turned to the Mayor for help. We told him,
“Look help us, you as Mayor, as authority of here intervene.” He said, “O.K. I
will help you”. But then what happened? In the moment that he was about to
intervene, the oil palm companies told him “Fine, you want to do that, do it, but
return the machinery that we lent you to do your projects in the canton [e.g.
fixing the streets in San Lorenzo, which the town’s people really wanted]”.130
—(Awá from Guadualito, pers. com. 20 December 2009)
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Original Text: Quien no se alinea con ellos he, no tendría respaldo. Entonces más fácil les conviene a
ellos alinearse antes que, que ser enemigo. He, eso es, es más fácil por que el, cuando el, nosotros
teníamos aquí el, el juicio por el, la contaminación del río, acudimos al, donde el Alcalde y le dijimos,
“Vea ayúdenos, usted como Alcalde, como autoridad de aquí intervenga como municipio.” Dijo, “Bueno
yo les ayudo.” Pero que pasó? Apenas el, se enteran que el, el Alcalde estaba por, por intervenir las
palmeras le han dicho “Bueno, usted quiere hacer eso, haga, pero a nosotros devuélvanos la maquinaria
que le tenemos prestado para que usted haga obras en el cantón…..”
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A representative from La Chiquita opens the story of the how local and nationallevel authorities are implicated in the problem of river contamination due to their
affiliation with the oil palm companies (pers. com. 21 November 2008).
Of course, I can explain a little about what I know, what I have seen, about how
the river fish die when, when the palm company discharges the boiling
wastewaters [from processing the palm oil] to the river, then [how it affects] the
life of the human beings because in case there are human beings in the river.
Rivers suffer a heat, one of boiling water that falls [in the river] from the Loja
palm company [Los Andes]. Then this heat, of this boiling water falls on the fish
[population] that ends up dying. All of them [the fish population] come to their
end, and this is not just one time, but instead, this is a habit of the company to
throw these wastes to the water.
What we do not know is what we can do because where we go there is no
authority that pays attention to the issue. They make everything unknown within
the problem; this is the biggest problem that we have because this is not only
here in San Lorenzo. We went to Quito to the Ministry of Environment, to the
engineer Juan Aguas, which is the direction where all the environment is
couched, where one speaks of contamination. And he funded a week long study
here, six days, and the last [day of the study], he [the representative of the
Ministry of Environment] lost his camera and began to drink pure whiskey with
some palm company people [managerial or owners] in Hotel Estefanía that is
behind the Bay. When we went to see him the next day he was drunk. When it
came out that the camera was lost, then this, this process was all for nothing.
When later we recuperated other information, we took it to the Minister Luque
Jaramillo in Quito, but since she was ANCUPA’s lawyer’s wife, she rejected the
official document and voted it under.
It is not that, I don’t know, that the people have not complained. I do know the
people have complained but all of the complaints that have been sent have been
rejected. Later also, later than this here, we presented a denouncement from
another environmental study that we presented just now with another Minister
[name: Marcela Aguiñaga Vallejo], and she has given the case recognitions in
favor of the community, but until now, no results have arrived. We know we
have the favor but no results have arrived.
—(La Chiquita, pers. com. 21 November 2008)131
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Original Text: Claro yo, si podría explicar un poco sobre lo que conozco, lo que he visto, sobre como se
mueren los peces del río cuando, cuando palmicultora descarga los deshechos aguas hervidas al río,
entonces [como afecta] la vida de los seres humanos por que por si acaso son seres humanos en el río. Ellos
[the rivers] sufren de un calor, de una agua hervida que les cae [en el rio] por parte de las palmera del
lojano. Entonces de esa calor, de esa agua hervida que les cae que los pecados fracasan, se acaban todo, y
eso no es por una vez, sino que ya es por costumbre de la empresa botar esos deshecho solo al agua.
Entonces no, lo que no sabemo que podemo hacer por que donde vamos no hay autoridad que den carta al
asunto. Todo se hacen desconocido adentro del problema; ese es el problema más grande que tenemos por
que esto no es que está aquí nomás en San Lorenzo. Nosotros íbamo ir a Quito al Ministerio del Ambiente,
al director provincial que eh el ingeniero Juan Aguas que fue el director provincial del medio ambiente en
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ECOLEX (Corporación de Gestión y Derecho Ambiental), an Ecuadorian NGO,
first created by a group of law students from Pontificía Universidad del Ecuador in the
1990s, took the case. One lawyer explained to me that although the different ways that
the Minister of Environment herself was implicated in the environmental damage by not
enforcing the laws, her procrastination worked out to their advantage. When the most
current Minister of Environment came in she too tried to avoid the case, but the
constitutional court put strict time limits on her to respond. She could produce nothing.
So, eventually the two communities won the case, but this occurred right after the 2008
constitution was passed. So, when it came time for ECOLEX to draft the exact charges
against the palm companies they were being tried not only for environmental damage, but
for violating the rights of Nature and The communities’ rights to Living Well. This
makes this case the first time in Ecuador that the rights of Nature were actually
operationalized and that extractive industries would have to pay the consequences. This is
also a seminal case because it was the first time that an Afro-descendant and an
Indigenous community in San Lorenzo came together against the oil palm companies
(ECOLEX lawyer, pers. com. 8 December 2008; 12 December 2009).
Quito que es la dirección donde reposa todo lo que he ambiente, de lo que se habla de contaminación, y se
lo trajo aquí costeado hacer los estudio ambiental tuvimo una semana, seis día y el último, en el último
estudio cuando veníamos a coger el último estudio acá en la calle a luz, dio una cámara, como de esta la
dio por perdida, se pegó unos trago con unos palmicultore puro wisky en el hotel Estefanía que queda por
atrás de la Bahía. Cuando nosotro nos fuimos a ver al otro día estaba borrachito. Cuando salió que se le ha
perdido la cámara, entonces ese, ese proceso todito se fue abajo. De luego recuperamo otra información lo
llevamos a la puerta de la ministra Luque Jaramillo en Quito, pero como ella era la mujer del abogado de
los palmicultore de ANCUPA también rechazó el oficio lo votó abajo. No es que, no se, la gente no se ha
quejado, si se, la gente si se ha quejado, pero todos los que había mandado el paso la gente han rechazado.
Luego también, luego de eso acá presentamos otra denuncia por, otro, otro estudio ambiental que lo
presentamos ahorita a la otra ministra que está y ella ha dado reconocimiento a favor de la comunidad.
Pero hasta la vez aquí no llega ningún resultado. Sabemos que teníamos a favor pero no llega ningún
resultado, ya le digo que el oficio hasta la vez no, no hay, ventaja ni desventaja pero lo único que si estaba a
favor a nosotros.
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As an example of some of the tribulations endured during the trial period, I
interviewed one Awá man (pers. com. 10 December 2009) who told me that the Mayor of
San Lorenzo told Guadualito that the equipment to improve the road was not available
because the oil palm company owned the machinery. They told the Mayor to tell
Guadualito that they will lend the road-making machines to Guadualito when they back
down from the court case:
Because when we asked that he [the Mayor] fix the road by putting down rocks for us
where it was bad the Mayor said, “Truthfully, I do not have the machinery. I will ask the
palm companies if they can loan theirs.” So the first thing that they, those from the
company, asked him was, “To where is it going?”
“It’s going to Guadualito”
“If they lift the suit we will put the rocks, and if not, because Guadualito has the
suit against us, we cannot help.”132
—(Awá from Guadualito, pers. com. 20 December 2009)

Although the residents of Guadualito had the choice of either being isolated or
risking their lives going to town on the truck that goes from El Pan to San Lorenzo, the
good news is that they won the case. Since the decision has been made, Guadualito
residents have now had their road redone so they and their children have a much safer
ride into San Lorenzo.

132

First of all, I wonder if the Mayor ever talked to the palm companies for Guadualito. Second, as I
discuss in the next chapter, together with La Chiquita, Guadualito won the case against four palm
companies and this was announced in the end of 2009, and the settlements began soon after. In June 2010, I
talked on the phone to another Awá friend from Guadualito, and this person told me the road is now finally
complete. Might this have to do with them winning the case?
Original Text: Por que cuando nosotros hicimos una gestión para el, que nos arreglen la vía y queríamos
que donde estaba la vía mala ahí nos pongan material, esta piedra, entonces el Alcalde dijo una occasion,
“Yo la verdad no tengo maquinaria. Voy hacer la gestión en las palmeras para ver si me prestan la
maquinaria.” Entonces lo primero que han preguntado las, he, los de la empresa y, “Para donde va?” “Va
para Guadualito.” “Si levantan el juicio nosotros ponemos las volquetas y sino no, por que Guadualito
tienen un juicio en contra de la, de nosotros y nosotros no podemos ir ayudar para que ellos nos sigan
enjuiciando.”

237

I believe that the network that was formed between these two communities,
ECOLEX, and many supporting national and international NGOs in relation to the palm
companies can be thought of a geography of hope. This is especially true in relation to
being the first case in Ecuador where extractive industries will be tried for violating the
rights of Nature. Yet, as I thought about the rights of Nature more, the situation became
more complex, and I would like to follow up with the ECOLEX lawyers about how the
charges for the case drafted.
Are local people responsible for speaking for Nature? If according to new
constitution, the government owns the below ground rights and the above ground rights,
then how can the people speak for Nature? What part are they speaking for? It is difficult
for me to understand how the state is governing the territories via ecological services and
somehow, at the same time, the rights of Nature are still prominent in state and
environmentalists’ discourses. It is important to look at these questions within Ecuador’s
new post-extractive agenda and not just celebrate them, because as León (2004), points
out, while every one is busy celebrating laws passed in relation to diversity, others are
scheming about new ways of appropriating Fourth World peoples’ rights to autonomy,
based in rights “to be” or human rights fall to the side or increase as people concentrate
on these new legislative developments. Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, the Chairperson for the
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues said in speech to the Forum on
April 26th, 2009:
There are pronouncements that the time of human rights is over and that the
rights of Nature will be the focus; this is a grave error because there are still
human rights violations. There must be a convergence of human rights and
Nature’s rights in finding potential resolutions to present conflicts. Thus, the
international year of biodiversity must be thought of as international year of
biodiversity and rapprochement of cultures—where there are convergence and
divergence of two rights under cultural biodiversity.
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Is implementation of the rights of Nature even plausible, or desirable, for that
matter? No matter how one slices it or concentrates on the contradictions in their
implementation, however, it is true that, based in the 2008 constitution, Ecuador is
coming up with alternative models of how to approach the economy and Nature (Foster
2007a; Escobar, 2010). Accordingly, De la Cadena (2010: 336) argues, the Ecuadorian
constitution’s inclusion of Indigenous concepts and practices—like “entities” or “earthbeings”, such as Pachamama (a Kichwa word that is often translated as “Mother
Earth”)—challenge hegemonic political economic formations.
This last point is important, because within ‘Indigenous people’s cosmovisions’,
there is not a conglomerate of beings separate from humans called “Nature”, but indeed
within most Indigenous cosmovisions there is, almost universally, Pachamama, or an
Earth Mother that lives together with the many other earth-beings. At the World Peoples’
Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth (Buxton, 2010), those
present decided that a better interpretation and translation of the rights of Nature would
be the rights of Mother Earth. This makes more sense than rights of the secular,
occidental concept of Nature. Just like there were not “Indigenous people” but Chachi,
Awá, Lakota people, there was Earth, the forests, the rivers, the sun, the moon, and the
wind, for example. Nature is an imposed western category and different way to
conceptualize life.
The rights of Nature is center-born concept, like Yasuní and Socio Bosque. It was
not created with the people, but based on an urban interpretation of Indigenous concepts.
Once again I highlight that people from provinces are not included in the creation of
these concepts or post-extractive project ideas, and so it is not a meaningful concept or
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category to them. But, Teresa Valesquez, one of my University of Texas anthropologist
friends who did her Ph.D. research in the South Andes of Ecuador (Azuay Province), told
me that one of her collaborators explained to her that when there is a law passed, people
will do what they can to make it work for them (pers. com. 20 July 2010). This summons
up Willems-Braun (1997). As Cree Chief Whamagoostui explained in a context that has
distinct parallels (the Great Whale project in Quebec), when necessary the Cree played
the Dances with Wolves card to great effect. But as Asher (2009) underscores in relation
to the Colombian State and the Afro-colombian movement, state discourses and social
(Fourth World) movements are in constant tension and conversation and the discourse is
constantly being handed back and forth creating new understandings of either state or
social movements concepts. Laws based on the rights of Nature can thus lead to
unintended consequences, and for this reason, we must move forward with them with
caution, but indeed move forward with hope that these innovations can lead to change.
Chachi Land Invasion and Collaboration with the Awá
La Ceiba is located on the Tululbí River, a tributary of the Santiago River. Before
1999, this was the community’s principal form of transportation route (see Figure 5.4).
The community’s land borders the Awá Ethnic and Forest Reserve. La Ceiba is located a
half an hour by car from San Lorenzo and has a logging road traversing the village. In
1999, the residents of La Ceiba had negotiated with a logging company, CODESA
(Contrachapadas de Esmeraldas S.A.), to construct a one-kilometer road connecting the
community to the logging road133 and the San Lorenzo-Ibarra highway134 (Hazlewood,

133

SETRAFOR, another logging company based in the nearby town of San Francisco, began to construct
this timber extraction road in 1997.
134

The construction of the San Lorenzo-Ibarra highway was constructed in 1995 and paved in 2002.
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2004). This road juts off to the left at what is called the “Y de San Francisco”, or the fork
in the road that leads to La Ceiba on the left and San Francisco, an Afrodescendant
community, to the right.
La Ceiba has legally been a commune (as opposed to a community that must be
part of a center that unites various communities) since 1984. With 250 inhabitants and 50
families. The Chachis have been in these lands since the 1930’s, when the elders of the
village left Cayapas River to look for more fertile lands. I lay out the following historical
context in my MA thesis from University of Florida:
According to Altropico (2000), Juan Niño, Cristobal de la Cruz, Manuel San
Nicolás, José Maria Niño, and Chapiro Añapa came to Tululbí River from
Cayapas River in 1930. Although they did not form a community center and
lived as separate families, they did act as a community…. They decided to entitle
their 1530 hectares of forested land in 1979 as people streamed into the canton of
San Lorenzo with the aforementioned colonization act after the Ibarra-San
Lorenzo railroad was completed. Due to land invasions, in 1979 descendants
surveyed and legalized 1530 hectares and received a land title from IERAC
(INDA). At that time the Chachis of San Lorenzo County decided to call their
community La Ceiba after a stream by the same name.

Figure 5.4. Tululbí River. This was the main route of transportation for the Chachis of La Ceiba
before the road was implemented in 1999.
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In the late 1990s the Chachis began to sell and increased supply of wood to the
middle men and this led to many social problems. There are land tenure struggles
among different ethnic groups who live in the vicinity of La Ceiba. People of
these communities sell their land to logging and oil palm companies. In 1999, the
Chachis had to bring in the military to remove squatters from their territory. In
addition, as more land is deforested by logging companies and planted with
African [sic] oil palms, these companies put more pressure on the Chachis. As
one teacher in La Ceiba said, “we are surrounded. We are surrounded by palm
companies and they do not let us leave”135.
With all these outside pressures, the Chachis of La Ceiba seem to be isolated and
unsure of who to trust. In La Ceiba, there is miscommunication within the
village and a willful lack of communication with the outside agencies and NGOs
on which they simultaneously depend. There are questions of corruption and
distrust in the community as community Presidents make deals with outside
institutions.
—(Hazlewood 2004, 60-63)

As this research indicates the pressures the Chachi people of La Ceiba feel are not
new. Yet first beginning in 2006, and escalating since July 2008, this was taken to a
whole different level by a certain group of Afro-descendant land traffickers from San
Fransisco. A Chachi schoolteacher explains:
Yes, we are affected by the large oil palm plantations, which are around our
communities and we are maintaining our forests [even if not primary]. This
maintenance of our forests is what we are doing. Many fellow Afros [Afrodescendants] want to invade us to sell to [the trees and the land] to large palm
trees. They do not do it to work but to sell to the big palm companies, the oil
palm plantations. So in that way we do not want our lands going into the hands of
the big capitalists. We are the owners who are really maintaining our forest.
From the forest really we live and on her we depend. For this we are maintaining
[our position]; we are standing firm.136
—(Chachi schoolteacher, pers. com. 24 November 2008)

135

I think what he is saying is that the Chachis feel blocked in.
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Original Text: Si, nosotros estamos afectado por la grandes he, palmicultores que están alrededor de
nuestras comunidades y nosotros estamos manteniendo nuestro bosques. Esa mantención de bosques es lo
que nosotros estamos haciendo. Muchos compañeros Afro, he, quieren invadirnos para poder he, he,
vender a la grandes palmeras. No lo hacen por trabajar sino por vender a la grandes palmeras, a las
palmicultoras. Entonces de tal manera nosotros no queremos que nuestras tierras vayan a manos he,
capitalistas. Nosotros somos los dueños que estamos manteniendo y nosotros somos los que realmente
estamos manteniendo nuestro bosque. De bosque nosotros vivimos y de ella tenemos que depender, y por
eso nosotro estamos manteniendo; estamos firmes.
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Similar to the situation of the Awá, the Afro-descendants, perhaps backed up
against a wall, sold their land, and now they are claiming 306 hectares of the Chachi’s
1508 hectares, are their “ancestral lands”. During the period of November 2008December 2008, I attended three different “conflict resolution” meetings, facilitated and
mitigated by the Mayor, that seemed more staged than anything else (see Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5. Chachi-San Francisco Land Conflict Meeting. This took place at the National police
station in San Lorenzo. Mayor of San Lorenzo is in the blue shirt in the right corner.

In the first meeting, a hired Ecuadorian geographer did a GIS map that showed
that indeed the land that the Afro-descendants claimed was their ancestral lands was
inside the Chachi territory. As the representative of lands and biodiversity from CONAIE
(the national Indigenous organization), who came from Quito, claimed to the Mayor,
because the Chachi land is shown to be legally theirs, with a title, the discussion should
have been over then. There should be no “looking for a solution”, he said, because the
solution is in the land title:
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I mean, there is a written documentation of their land and this must be respected.
There is a property title, the land title must be respected, and the constitution
guarantees that.137
—( Chachi-San Francisco Land Conflict, pers. com. 20 November 2008)

While the Afro-descendants were angry and threatened the Chachis with death threats
several times in front of the authorities, the Chachis tried to point out the common
enemy:
How are we going to give up what is ours if you continue preventing us from
getting into our land the only way there is from the highway. Please Mayor, how
are we going to do this? Even if we give up the land, the conflict is never going
to end because they cannot understand us. I ask you that we please understand.
Fellow Afro, we are an ethnic minority and we all fight for just one cause. I know
that starting 20-30 years ago the big capitalists started coming to invade our
communal lands. We are not united, we are individualizing each commune for
themselves. How are we going to defend our patrimony, our cultural patrimony,
my fellow people? For this reason I cannot say that we are going to give in. No,
of our land in La Ceiba we have decided not to give even one little piece.138
(Chachi-San Francisco Land Conflict, pers. com. 20 November 2008)

After this meeting 20-25 San Francisco residents took the road to La Ceiba,
destroyed the bridge (an illegal act, destruction of property), and camped out at the
entrance of La Ceiba for two nights. An Awá who lives right outside the entrance of La
Ceiba explains what happened from his point of view:
They [the Afro-ecuadorians] threatened that the first house [that they see] they
are going to explode. I felt very affected. For me I felt affected because I am also
Indigenous and the Chachis also are Indigenous and [so] we are just one person.
….
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Original Text: “O sea hay una escritura hay que respetar esa escritura. Hay un título de propiedad; hay
que respetar ese título de propiedad, y eso garantiza la constitución.”
138

Como vamo a ceder nosotro si nos sigue impidiendo es el único paso que tenemos frente a la carretera.
Por favor Alcalde, ya, como lo vamo hacer? Aunque cedamo el conflicto nunca se termina por que con eyo
no nos podemo entender. Yo si pido de favor entendámonos. Compañeros Afros somos minoría étnica y
luchemo por una sola causa. Yo se que de aquí unos 20, 30 año van a venir a invadir nuestras tierra
comunale los grande capitalista compañero…. No estamo unido si estamo individualizando cada comuna
por su cuenta. Como vamos a defender nuestro patrimonio, lo que he patrimonio cultural, compañeros?
Por eso de mi parte yo no puedo decir que vamos a ceder no, no, nuestra comuna la Ceiba propuso,
hemos planteado no ceder ni un pedazo.
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Los Negros told the Chachis that they are going to continue to break everything
apart. They came- they had more or less 25 people arriving here to the Chachi
community, and seeing this I felt very affected, with my family, my wife, scared
that surely there could be a killing, no? But in the end, they said that they are
going to continue to kill the Chachis, all of them, children, elders, likewise
adults, totally, to me they said they are going to continue to kill them all, killing
all the Indigenous people so that they can take away the Indigenous lands. ……
They arrived in the night, like robbers more than anything else. And the Chachis
they were defending their lands, no?...even I passed the whole night defending so
that the Blacks could not pass, and I was accompanying our brothers during two
days…..
….They arrived here saying that the first house that they see they will break it
into pieces or burn it, but I was worried because the man who lived here gave me
permission to build the house, only the house is mine, but the land is not mine,
and I told them. And they responded that all of the Indigenous people they are
not going to respect—they are going to kill or hit the Indigenous. Then I
confronted them, telling them that they should not do that because we Indians are
not fighting; they themselves come to us looking for the fight—we are very
tranquil. If you, I told them, if you stomp on us we will also stomp on you; if you
kill us, we will also kill you. I told them that.
They answered, “Are you Chachi”. I told them I am not Chachi, but Indigenous. I
also assist our Chachi brothers because I am Awá, because we are Indigenous…..
….They told me here that not a single person could pass by here—be it Awá, be
it Chachi—that not a single person can go to San Lorenzo, they told us. So in
view of this, we have not gone out. We have been here, closed in, like
Indigenous… They tols us, they said that one can’t go by [them] on the river or
the road. You should stay closed in here. They told us this, they told me this. So I
told them we Indigenous don’t need anything, not the road, not the river, because
we are Indigenous; we can be closed in here in the jungle but we don’t need
[anything]—that’s what I told them..139
139

Original Text: …Llegaron los Negros amenazando la primera casa…Sentí muy afectado. Yo para mi yo
sentía afectado para que yo también soy indígena que los chachi también son indígena y somos una sola
persona.
[Los Negros estuvieron] diciendo que a los chachi que nosotros que los Negros…van a siguir desplotando,
a todo. Venían a- tuvieron más o meno unos 25 personas llegando aquí a la comunidad Chachi, y, al ver
esto yo sentía muy afectado con mi familias, mi mujeres asustados que seguro puede suceder algo una
matanza no? Pero al final decían que ellos iban a seguir matando a los Chachi, a todo niños, viejos así
adultos, totalmente, a mi me dijeron que todo vamos a seguir matando, matando a todo los indígena para
poder quitar la tierra a los Indígena.
Llegaban de noche, para como ladrones más que todo. Y la gente de Chachi estuvieron defendiendo su
tierra, no? …hasta mi personas también estuve ahí de noche aguantando toda la noche, defendiendo para
que los Negros no puedan pasar, y yo estuve durante dos días acompañando a, a nuestros hermanos
Aquí llegaron, aquí yegron diciendo que, diciendo que la casa primera me van a desbaratá o, o quemarla,
pero yo preocupado que mi casa, he, el señor, el señor que vivía aquí, el señor Abdón me dio permiso para
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—(Awá neighbor of La Ceiba, pers.com. 23 November 2008)

Unfortunately no matter who the Chachis went to, no one would help. The Mayor
even brought the Afro-descendants food and when Chachis escaped out the back way to
town he gave them food, basically providing fuel to the fire. They had already asked for
support from INDA (the land title company), the Mayor of San Lorenzo, the governor of
Esmeraldas and the Military. When they went to ECOLEX, the same people who tried
the case for Guadualito and La Chiquita, they could not take the case because it is
between two ancestral communities. One ECOLEX lawyer explains:
Yes, then it seems horrible to me everything that is happening [with the Chachis
and the Afro-descendants of San Lorenzo). The idea is that the people we are
involved in this and what do we do? In my case, for example we can give a hand
in defense of the public in environmental states. The only problem here is that we
are not fighting against a company or against the Mayor140, which would not be a
problem; instead the case is against the Afro-descendants. That is a complication.
For us, it is a problem also because we want to help but like I said, because it is a

que le haga la casa solamente la casa es mía, pero la tierra no es mía, yo le dije a ellos. Y ellos me
contestaron que, que todos los Indígena ellos no iban ir respetando—ellos iban ir directamente matanza o,
o haciendo algo golpeando a, a los Indígenas. Entonces yo enfrenté a ellos, diciéndole que, ustedes no
deben hacer eso por que los indios no estamos peliando; ellos mismo nos viene buscando la pelea—
nosotros estamos muy tranquilo. Si usted, yo le dije a ellos, si ustedes nos estropean también nosotros lo
hacemos; si es de matanza tampoco, también nosotro matamos a ellos. Así les dije.
Entonce ellos me contestaron, me contestaron después que “Usted es Chachi?”. Yo le dije, no soy Chachi
pero soy Indígena. También asisto a los, a nuestros hermanos Chachi por que soy Awá, por que somos
Indígenas….
A mi me dijeron aquí que ningún persona podía pasar, sea Awá, sea Chachi—que ninguna persona podía
salir a San Lorenzo, nos dijeron. Entonces en vista de eso, nosotros no hemos salido, nosotros hemos
estado aquí encerrado, como Indígena. Nos dijeron, ellos dijieron que ni por el río podía pasar, ni por la
carretera podían pasar. Ustedes deben quedar encerrao acá. Nos dijeron así, me dijeron a mi así. Entonce
yo les dije los Indio no necesitamos nada, ni carreteras, ni río por que somos Indio; nosotros podemos
estar encerrao acá adentro en la montaña pero no necesitamos, así les dije yo.
140

This ECOLEX lawyer realizes that this is actually the case: that the Mayor and palm companies are
behind all this. But now that I think about it, maybe the case could have been against them instead if one
could prove their guilt in coercing and collaborating with the Afro-descendant land traffickers to make land
deals, instead this is common knowledge coming from public pronouncements of the Afro-descendants,
especially during the Awá situation in 2007.
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conflict among ancestral peoples, ECOLEX never has made a case against an
ancestral community.141
—(ECOLEX Lawyer, pers. com. 3 December 2008)

In the end, the Chachi school teacher wrote a letter to several institutions. FCAE,
the Awá federation decided to help out and their lawyer took the case and sent a public
announcement of the case to the newspaper. This quieted the Afro-descendants, and
apparently ECOLEX also decided to document the case to help La Ceiba residents have
extra backing. The Chachis also put this 306 hectares into Socio Bosque hoping for extra
support from the government, which, in reality might have intimidated the land
traffickers from San Francisco because the government at least makes it seem they are
going to play a part in controlling and monitoring the lands.
What is important to note about this case is that although the oil palm companies
are trying to play the old “divide and conquer” CO2lonialist card, that that is not what is
actually happening. Residents from La Chiquita always commented to me about it when I
would visit with them, not about the “Afros” but about the land traffickers. Afrodescendant President of the Red Fronteriza de Paz (Frontier Peace Network) also said he
would make it a priority for their organization to defend all races and ethnicities and to
prevent similar CO2lonial processes from transpiring again.
The Red Fronteriza de Paz is a non-governmental organization funded by the
Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos (Permanent Assembly of Human Rights)
141

Original Text: Si, entonces si me parece tenaz todo lo que está pasando. La idea es la gente que estamos
involucrados en esto, y que hacemos? En mi caso por ejemplo defensa del interés público en los estados
ambientales es poder dar una mano, el único problema que tenemos aquí es que no estamos peleando
contra una empresa o contra el Alcalde que no sería ningún problema, sino es contra compañeros afro, eso
es una complicación…Para nosotros es un problema también por que queremos ayudar pero como te decía
por ser el conflicto entre pueblos ancestrales, ECOLEX nunca hemos demandado a ningún pueblo
ancestral.
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that works to try to understand the processes occurring in the frontier zone of Ecuador,
including the provinces of Esmeraldas, Carchi, and Sucumbios. They work together
Mestizo, Afro-descendant, and Indigenous communities to discuss the importance of
implementing land- and cultural-based understandings of Living Well, so to stand strong
against processes of violence that go back and forth across the Colombia-Ecuador border.
The people affiliated with “la Red” often talk about xenophobia and racism. This network
is a very hopeful one indeed, and they have met with certain representatives of Altropico
who are in charge of the Corridor de Vida (Corridor of Life) to see if they can merge
agendas, plans and projects so to facilitate the implementation of peace-with-justice
processes and transforming the Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region as a base for
the territory of peace, a goal of the 2008 Ecuadorian constitution.
The Colombian Afro-descendant movement, with support of a group of more than
fifty academics, have also written a letter to President Santos, the new President of
Colombia asking for the possibility of “el renacer” (rebirth) of the ancestral Territoryregion of the Pacific on the Colombian side (Academics Who Work in the Pacific, 2010;
Rosental, 2010) We’ll see if we can merge these efforts on both sides of the Colombia to
re-establish a space where the people who have been there for almost a half century or
more can continue to “caminar y andar” (walk and wander) (Juan García, Afrodescendant Scholar, pers.com. 2009). As an Afro-colombian band, hip-hop band ChocQuib-Town (2007) song says, “Somos Pacificos. Estamos Unidos. Nos une la región. La
pinta, la raza, el don de sabor” (We are peaceful/ from the Pacific Coast. We are united.
Our region brings us together. The color, the race, and the gift of taste).
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Conclusions
“Bueno, si me matan por defender mis derechos, no importa”. (Well, if they kill
me for defending my rights, it does not matter)
—(Afro-ecuadorian collaborator, pers. com. 31 October 2009)
But of course I always have expectations for a better future. For that reason we
are working with the idea of Living Well, the rights of Nature, a social economy
of solidarity. We have various proposals in this direction… It is necessary to
continue struggling. We do not have time to become discouraged. Of course, for
what am I going to get discouraged if in all ways I have to keep struggling.142
—(Acosta, pers.com. 22 December 2009)

Geographies of hope do not come without complications and contradictions.
There is always more than one side to a story, and now I have seen that there are usually
many more than two sides as well. That is why Frantz Fanon (1994) stated “Oh my body,
make of me always a man who questions.” All those engaged in the struggle in Ecuador
have to face fear and the fact that there could be dire consequences for speaking one’s
mind. And if it is not fear that one has to deal with it is the struggle to arm oneself with
hope so as to confront the shadows of despair that lurk around in the zones where “crimes
against Nature and humanity” (Oslender, 2010) are committed. Once people, whether it
be someone ‘on-the-the-ground’ or a researcher, becomes engaged in everyday struggles
for human rights, and the more recent rights of Nature, they become entrenched within
site of struggle, where they will inevitably have to play the game of tug of war between
hope and fear, and hope and despair. The only way to ‘body build’ and get stronger, both
emotionally and psychologically, I believe, is to activate this hope by standing strong
with other people. Together we can work to dis-member colonial discourses and re-

142

Pero claro yo siempre tengo expectativas de un mejor futuro. Para eso estamos trabajando con la idea
del Buen Vivir, los derechos de la Naturaleza, una economía social y solidaria. Tenemos varias propuestas
en esa dirección…Hay que seguir luchando no tenemos tiempo para desanimarnos. Claro, para que me
desanimo si de todas maneras tengo que seguir luchando?
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member new concepts and understandings of what is going on around us, surrounding us,
and from there, collaboratively create novel strategies to dis-assemble, transform and
reassemble political and economic structures. This is what this chapter has shown: that
geographies of hope are possible and that the people of San Lorenzo are very much
engaged in them and activating them.
Involving the heart and mind, healing and decolonization, on both an individual
and communal level is vital. I believe that Fourth World peoples—those peoples
colonized by both the Global North and Global South governments in efforts to exploit or
extract their resources on which they depend to be who they are—MUST be a part of the
solutions. As Martin Luther King (2010) says, we are all in “an inescapable network of
mutuality” (in King, C.S., 2010 p. ix) and “no one is free while others are oppressed”
(now a bumper sticker, but supposedly King stated this citing Mahatma Ghandi). It is
important to remind ourselves that we are dealing with struggles for Living Well within a
context of political ecologies of CO2lonialism. As Bogues (2003, p. 136) reminded us
that Fanon stated, “Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we
have to deal with a colonial problem.” Who better to join in these exercises and walk
together to create pathways of hope than those who know these “other” ways of
colonization best?
Out of all the chapters, this was the most difficult to write. Joining the struggle
with my friends in San Lorenzo has also been to join the struggle for hope and beat out
despair and fear. When my friend, Charlotte Mazoyer, was shot and killed in my
neighborhood, and I then I was drugged and robbed by a man pretending to be an
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innocent peasant lost in Quito, I decided that it was time to pack my bags and go.143 Since
I have been ‘back home’ I have avoided this chapter as long as I could. I think that the
thing is, despite the documentation of the geographies of hope, I am not even sure of
what to say about the future of San Lorenzo.
The people of the communities say that hope is the last thing that dies. I guess so.
As Acosta says in one of the quotes that began this section, “We do not have time to
become discouraged. Of course, for what am I going to get discouraged if in all ways I
have to keep struggling.” Engaging in the struggle with hope, then, pushes us to become
more engaged in the struggle, and thus, more united with other people. Peace-with-justice
processes—are and are located at the basis of geographies of hope, I claim, building on
Escobar. They involve actually taking steps towards both deconstructing and constructing
discourses and structures and assembling of Living Well in the world. These processes
are thus very much “love in action” (King, 2010, p. xiii). Martin Luther King (2010, p.
xvii) states, “Love, truth and the courage to do what is right should be our guideposts
along this lifelong journey.” No doubt about it, and if we do, we will find other people
there casting their nets across seas of monocultures as well. As my closest collaborator
and friend, and basically my hero in San Lorenzo whose 42-hectare farm is completely
surrounded by oil palms—and thus he calls his own farm “Isla de Esperanza” (Island of
Hope)— always tells me, laughing at me when I get frumpled, “Juliana, no se arrugue!!”
(don’t worry so much that you end up with wrinkles). It’s true: all we can do is hope
things get better and make every effort towards making this be the case. William Sequera
143

Apparently, I was not the only one who associated Charlotte’s murder with increasing, out of control,
and downright discouraging violence in Ecuador. This incident was one of five murders that led the
Ecuadorian state government to declare a ‘state of exception’ in Quito, Guayaquil, and Manta. See page
181.
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(Wiwa, 2009), a Venezuelan band, upholds the same belief, as stated in one of their
songs: “Que sigues luchando hasta despues de muerto en el lugar donde te encuentres
(Keep struggling until even after death in the place where you are).”
In closing, one of the most hopeful things I have seen in San Lorenzo is that,
while the people will not be stepped upon or put up with geographies of violence and
injustice that endanger the well being of their children, they also do not ask much
materially from life. They seem to be content if they can pay their doctor bills and for
their children’s education. While I think it is unacceptable to applaud or romanticize
inequality and what is called poverty, I think there is something to learn from people who
are not always seeking more things, more entertainment, more…
As we head deeper into the climate crisis—and surely it will get worse if we keep
“mitigating” climate change with climate change mitigation development projects such as
those analyzed in this dissertation—reconstructing concepts such as development and
basing it in ideas such as economies of Living Well, rights of Nature (the Earth), and selfdetermination via Plurinationality must be at the core. And those peoples who encompass
the ‘self’ in self-determination MUST be the ones who are defining the indicators of
Living Well. Therefore, I once again posit that as scholars who work in violent regions,
we must employ collaborative activist methods. Academics cannot come up with
theoretical approaches or answers just ourselves and have them be effective. The point is
that we exchange ideas with and collaborate with people engaged in other realms of life.
Moreover, as a group of Geography scholars (Castree et al., 2010) from across the world
so adequately entitled their new book “The Point is to Change it.” Although I suppose
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there is no harm in simply imagining a different kind of world, we must put into action
plans towards firmly establishing geographies of hope.
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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CHAPTER VI
Conclusions
Waves of violence try my patience
I don’t know if I will be able to live with so much crime
I see my hopes disapating
My strength to continue struggling is being exhausted
I ask until when do I have to see my people
be knocked down by armed groups?
How can I exchange the good for the bad, how can I?
…In a future that continues like this
We human beings will eat one another…144
—(“Hasta Cuándo?”, Flaco Flow y Melanina, De Barrio en Barrio, 2006)
“Deben poner un ley: ni una palma más.” (They need to make a law: not one
more palm is allowed).
—( Afro-descendant collaborator, pers.com. 31 October 2009)
I believe that the greatest challenge that we have in this moment is to be coherent
in the constitution, appropriate the constitution… Because many people, many
people see many risks in the new constitution, see many threats in the new
constitution. So I believe that this is one of the problems that we to have to rise
above. And I see that the constitution is beginning to make the government of
President Correa uncomfortable. The constitution makes the President Correa
uncomfortable. Yet it is almost like a straight jacket, so it is unfortunate. 145 —
(Acosta, pers.com 22 December 2009)

144

Olas de violencia colman mi paciencia
No sé si podre sobrevivir en medio de tanta delinquencia.
Veo volar mis esperanzas
Se me agotan las fuerzas para seguir luchando
Pregunto hasta cuándo tendre que ver mi pueblo
Abatirse en medio del miedo causado por grupos armados?
Como podre cambiar lo bueno por lo malo, como puedo?
…En un futuro como vamos
Nos comeremos unos a otros seres humanos
145

“Yo creo que el mayor desafío que tenemos este rato es ser coherentes con la constitución apropiarnos
de la constitución ya…Por que a mucha gente, mucha gente ve muchos riesgos en la nueva constitución, ve
muchas amenazas en la nueva constitución ya, entonces yo creo que eso es uno de los problemas que hay
que superar. Y yo veo que incluso la constitución le comienza a incomodar al gobierno del Presidente
Correa. Le incomoda al gobierno del Presidente Correa la constitución. Aparece ya casi como una camisa
de fuerza entonces es lamentable…”
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This dissertation research project has inquired into the question of how neoliberal marketbased climate change mitigation strategies have led to new forms of colonization,
development, and resistance in Fourth World communities in Ecuador’s Northwest
Pacific Frontier Territory-region. It has introduced into academia the term first used by
the IEN (2007), CO2lonialism/CO2lonization, or the colonial nature of agrofuel and other
invasive “green” business ventures encouraged under climate change mitigation policies.
This research can contribute to development, political ecology, human dimensions of
climate change and its mitigation, neoliberalization of Nature, geographies of hope, and
methodological literatures. It has presented a framework for looking at the most recent
articulations of development in the Global South: “Postcolonial Political Ecologies of
Climate Change Mitigation Development.” This framework is defined as the particular
ways that political and economic policies, projects, and actors engage with on-going
colonial configurations of people and Nature, creating unexpected and complex natureculture geographies. This dissertation insists upon “climate change mitigation ethics”, or
that only by establishing economies of Living Well will the global community be able to
mitigate climate change. Ultimately it insists that the climate change crisis is a result of
development disasters, resulting in ecological destruction, contamination, and reorganization and highly skewed and uneven socio-economic geographies. The principal
argument underlying the chapters, therefore, has been that these are urgent times, so we
need urgent measures.
This research took place in a country where there was a great deal of hope in the
new constitution, which was draped in a novel approach to the economy, proposed as
economies of Living Well, which addressed, at its foundations food sovereignty, the
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rights of Nature, and the right to Plurinationality-based in autonomous practices of life
and ways of knowing. But when one pulls back the curtains and investigates further as to
if and how these legislative pillars are being applied, one may be disappointed to see
historical and colonial strategies of appropriation and extraction. These strategies aim
towards the mining of resources in spaces that were impossible to access without these
laws that were created to support the struggles of the poor and marginalized in their
peace-and-justice processes to attain rights- and identity-based development in their lands
and territories.
In the present context of climate change mitigation development projects
surrounding and infiltrating Fourth World territories, in some ways the people living
there are like refugees in their own lands. The people inside and outside Fourth World
territories analyzing how the processes of CO2lonialism work then, need to be careful in
their analysis of how these are taking place because as Bogues (2003, p. 141) writes,
“new [forms of] colonialism are hard to decipher”, and as they are celebrating antiimperialist programs in a country like Ecuador, they might be being taken advantage of
by this same government’s green and post-extractive development programs. Then,
another way to think about Fourth World territories is the frontier, borderlands, or stuck
in the space between the Global North and Global South, as if Fourth World territories
are the Global North-South. Much like refugees, the Indigenous and Afro-descendant
people of Ecuador are often silenced and invisible when they are making claims for their
rights ‘out there’ in the margins, and at the same time they find themselves the center of
attention, as they are sought after and targeted by racist policies and programs. This is
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especially the case with Indigenous people and Afro-ecuadorians who are sitting on gold
mines—be it black or yellow gold--or other type of mineral deposits.
This brings us back to roots and routes focused upon in Chapter IV. There I
stated: The challenge of positionality involves focusing less on roots, and instead putting
routes in the spotlight, when contemplating one’s constantly transforming identity in the
matrix of class, race/ethnicity, sexuality and gender power relations, the socio-cultural
communities with whom one identifies, and one’s connection to places. Mobility
becomes an important issue in the case of Indigenous and Afro-descendant people’s
territories being surrounded and infiltrated by postcolonial political ecologies of climate
change mitigation development. For, the Awá, Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorian/colombian
people and international economic, political, or, more recently, climate refugees, find
themselves in the same boat. They are forced to cross vast and unknown seascapes of the
ideologies and structures of neoliberalism that are simultaneously expansive and
entrapping in order to seek safe zones or any sort of political support. Such is the case in
the geographies of the neoliberalization of Nature in San Lorenzo. Whether it is
expanding oil palm plantations or conservation incentive/ecological service programs like
Socio Bosque that intend to, ultimately, shrink their resource base, the state-private
climate change mitigation development discourses and practices are nearly impossible to
navigate. Forest communities of Ecuador’s Northwest Pacific Frontier Territory-region
can be charting a course through the ebb and flow of the same old colonialisms—from
which today’s forms and processes of development and conservation stem—and new
articulations of such racist and marginalizing political economies. The difference
between Indigenous Peoples and Afro-descendant people from San Lorenzo (who are
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arguably hijacked Indigenous people from Africa, but have now settled in certain places
for hundreds of years) and political, economic, and climate refugees, however, is that the
former are refugees in their own lands abandoned to the forces of (human) Nature.
Therefore, this dissertation insists that, although the Awá, Chachi, and Afro-ecuadorian
people were at one time—and some still are—professional river (and sea, before the
coastal road was implemented in the 1960s) navigators, we cannot just expect them to set
out on their own and follow the sound of the sirens like the “ancient mariner” (Coleridge,
1798). Instead Fourth World (Global North-South people) need to be supported as they
go through these challenging space-place moments where their worlds as they knew them
are completely rearranged and they find themselves involved in active peace-with-justice
negotiations at the crossroads of these roots and routes, where that people rise up and
defend what they call home.
These space-places conjure up once again Harvey’s (2000) focus on the “moral
horizon of communism”, only this time we find ourselves smack dab in the middle of the
moral horizon of the neoliberalization of Nature via the climate change mitigation
development. Here at the moral horizon of climate change we should realize that we have
a choice and that it may be important to walk with Fourth World peoples who have more
experience in these precarious colonial circumstances. Walking along and breaking
through the barriers of these epistemic frontiers between “scientific” and “Indigenous”
knowledge. Here, as we move along, it is important to recognize that various
intersections of Indigenous and Western knowledge and power produce multiple spaces
of convergence and difference and to avoid fixing Fourth World knowledges in the past,
rooting it only in the “local” (Cajete, 2000; Cruikshank, 2007; De la Cadena and Starn,
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2007; Freire, 1995; Mignolo, 2005; Smith, 1999; Turnbull, 2000). Activating climate
change ethics may demand situating ourselves in the moral horizon of climate change
mitigation and key to transcending the frontiers of scientific-Indigenous, researcherresearched, oppressor-oppressed, North-South, Colombia-Ecuador, conservation and
development, theory-practice, and human-environment dichotomies.
Within a framework of climate change ethics it might also be possible to work
together with ancestral communities to combat further neoliberalization of Nature in the
Pacific ancestral territory and to truly regionalize peace. This would require demanding
that the Ecuadorian state set in motion the positive and promising contributions of the
Ecuadorian constitution in order to establish post-extractive economies of Living Well
that allow for territories of and rights to difference. The economic-climate crisis may be
just the human predicament needed to obligate knocking down the rotting posts (and
infested oil palm trees) of racist postcolonialisms and uneven political ecologies of
ideologies and structures of conservation and development as we know it, and, as Klein
suggests, with the rubble, collectively begin to mix up old polemics, assemble the
legislative pillars of the constitution, and bring new home- and community- grown
discourses and practices to the forefront.
In his journey across Latin America in the 1950s Ernesto “Che” Guevara stated in
a letter to his mother, “What do we leave behind when we cross a frontier? Each moment
seems split in two: the melancholy for what is left behind and the excitement of entering
a new land” (Salles, 2004).146 He, like ourselves today, found himself in this frontier

146

Original Text: “Que es lo que se pierda a cruzar una frontera? Cada momento parece partido en dos: la
meloncholía por lo que queda atras, y por otro lado, todo el entusiasmo para entrar en nuevas tierras.”
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region of social change. As Castree et al. (2010) put it, “Social change is not well
organized, coherent and easily defined—and nor should it be. We are simultaneously
against and beyond capitalism.” Perhaps, as they suggest, the best ways to go about
social change are not laid out as a yellow brick road to follow; there is no one path
leading to a brighter future. But, one thing is certain: we are stronger when we put our
efforts together. Two songs out of many from our everyday lives sing about this:
To begin is difficult,
But we’ll go taking the steps
For a future children can celebrate
We are the wind that dances and sings,
If we are together, we are a hurricane.147
—(Amparanoia, “Somos Viento”, Somos Viento, 2002)
“En la unión está la fuerza y nuestra salvación” (Uniting is our strength and
salvation)”
—Ruben Blades and Willie Colon, “Tiburón”, Canciones Del Solar De Los
Aburridos, 1981.

This in itself is indicative of many geographies of hope because people’s thinking
about how to go about social change becomes part of our “common sense”. So here in
the frontiers of social change, maybe it will not be so melancholy to leave the past behind
and walk together into the horizon, towards a brighter future of post-extractive
development, where more people have the possibility of Living Well and where the
Earth’s and human diversity is respected and embraced.
The whole world is buzzing with talk about Yasuní-ITT being a model for such
alternative development. Ecuador is in the spotlight. But if we take a closer look, and
147

“Comenzar es dificil
Pero vamos dando los pasos
Por un fututo,q los hijos puedan celebrar
Somos el viento, que baila y que canta
Si estamos juntos, somos huracan”
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ground-truth the rumors by traversing the political ecological contexts in which YasuníITT is based, we might more easily see the contradictions. The last forests and the hometerritories of the Afro-ecuadorian and Indigenous people of the Northwest Pacific
Frontier Territory-region are being destroyed and poisoned. And the Huarani people,
whose territory Yasuní-ITT will protect by keeping oil in the ground, were not at all part
of the design of Yasuní-ITT. When it was being promoted in the United Nations, there
were still many Huarani people who had never heard of the plan.
Revolutionary plans must start with the people or they will backfire. We have
seen this time and time again, this can also be seen in San Lorenzo. We know now that
agrofuels and Socio Bosque on the western side of the Andes are basically shams; if
Yasuní-ITT, on the other side of the Andes Mountains in the Amazon region is the best
program on the menu, the idea is not just to critique Ecuador’s climate change mitigation
and post-extractive development strategies. Instead, the proposal is to join in efforts at
pulling back the curtains to expose the voracious colonialist-capitalist appetite that has
destroyed the majority of one of the most diverse rainforests on the planet, and to begin a
whole new show that necessitates going back to roots and routes. This dissertation,
therefore, joins the gatherings of concerned citizens around the world, including the
Fourth World peoples’ dispersed here and there and everywhere, who are demanding
change. This dissertation is a call to action.
Copyright © Julianne Adams Hazlewood 2010
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