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1. Introduction 

 

The people of Ecuador began this particular revolution with the election of Rafael Correa as 

Prime Minister in 2006. As he promised during his campaign, Correa formed a Constituent 

Assembly to work on the drafting of a new constitution. This group, led by Alberto Acosta1 in 

the city of Montecristi, concluded in July 2008. By October of the same year, the new 

Constitution came into force after having been approved by the Ecuadorian people via a 

referendum. 
 

The new Constitution is one of the largest documents in the world and incorporates some 

interesting ideas and concepts that represent a global revolution, particularly for the environment. 

In this article, I am referring primarily to those issues related with the rights of Nature, with the 

empowerment of citizens in decision-making processes related to it and to the bonding processes 

between the environment and the concept of Buen Vivir (Good Living). They are closely linked 

to the objectives of the Citizen Revolution that has been taking place in Ecuador in recent years, 

yet the key question is whether the Correa administration's policies have consistently been able 

to respond to that process. How far has the revolution evolved and what will be its reach before 

the elections of February 2013? 

  

2. The Rights of Nature 
 

There are many international agencies and programs concerned with issues related to the 

environment since the mid-twentieth century: the International Union for Conservation of 

Nature (1948), the Conference on the Conservation and Utilization of Resources (1949), the 

Geneva Convention on the Law of the Sea (1958), the Antarctic Treaty (1959), and programs 

such as the United Nations Environment Program (1972) from United Nations (UN). These and 

many others, including hundreds of government agencies and NGOs around the world, work in 

tandem with respects to this common global problem. This entire network has been developed in 

different international conferences, such as Stockholm (1972), Rio de Janeiro (1991), 

Johannesburg (2002), Copenhagen (2009), Cochabamba (2010) and Rio +20 (2012), whose draft 
                                                           
1 Ecuadorian economist and politician who was Minister of Energy and Mines and president of the National 
Constituent Assembly under the presidency of Rafael Correa. Acosta, a leader of the Citizens Revolution is no 
longer part of Ecuadorian president team and he is very critical with his policies because they are contrary to the 
original project that they have presented.  
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findings, entitled 'The future we want2', has been described as disappointing by the bulk of 

environmental organizations. 
 

However, the first time the issue of the rights of Nature came into being was in an article by 

Christopher D. Stone3, Professor of Law at the University of Southern California, in which he 

argues that Nature is not an object that we can dispose or appropriate and that it has the right to 

defend itself against external aggression. Somehow, in the 70's, Stone laid the principles of the 

ideology in which the Ecuadorian Constitution of 2008 is based. In 1988, Swiss jurist Jörg 

Leimbacher reinforced these revolutionary ideas, when he stated that the central issue of the 

Rights of Nature focused on the recovery of the "right to exist4" of human beings themselves. 

Leimbacher recalls that in 1989 in Seoul, capital of South Korea, evangelical churches prepared 

a draft of a proposal "For future generations Rights - Rights of Nature5", with the purpose of 

enlarging the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. However, after several discussions 

meetings in Geneva (1990), Sao Paulo (1991) and Wellington (1992), the issue was dropped 

until its recovery in the meeting of Debrecen (1997). In this last conference it was recovered 

under a framework of biblical creationist view. 
 

On the other hand, the anthropological studies and the indigenous organizations6 studies 

have also brought to light the knowledge of indigenous peoples and their different worldviews 

and their relationship with the environment. Although they are complex and difficult to 

understand in its fullness, observations denote that there is a strong link between these 

communities and Nature7. The incorporation of these ideas into university discussions and 

political circles allowed, under the ideas developed during the second half of the twentieth 
                                                           
2 General Assembly of United Nations (11/09/2012), The future we want, resolution 66/288. Available: 
http://www.un.org/es/comun/docs/index.asp?symbol=A/RES/66/288&referer=http://www.un.org/es/sustainablefutur
e/&Lang=E (accessed 26/01/2012). 
3 Stone, Christopher D. (1972), Should Trees Have Standing? Toward Legal Rights for Natural Objects, 45 S. Cal. 
L. Rev. 450. Available: http://isites.harvard.edu/fs/docs/icb.topic498371.files/Stone.Trees_Standing.pdf (accessed 
26/01/2013). 
4 Leimbacher, Jörg (1988); Die Rechte del Natur, Basilea y Frankfurt am Main, Helbing & Lichtenhahn. 
5 Leimbacher, Jörg (2008); Auf dem Weg zu Rechte der Natur - Stand der Dinge und mögliche nächste Schritte, 
Bern. 
6 You can find a list of Latin American indigenous organizations in Seminario Español de Estudios Indigenistas. 
Available: http://www.ucm.es/info/america2/indigena.htm (accessed el 26/01/2013).  
7 It is important to highlight, for example, the works of Jaime Morales (2004): Sociedades rurales y naturaleza: en 
busca de alternativas hacia la sustentabilidad; Anne Ross et al. (2010): Indigenous Peoples and the Collaborative 
Stewardship of Nature: Knowledge Binds and Institutional Conflicts; Raymond Pierotti (2010): Indigenous 
Knowledge, Ecology, and Evolutionary Biology; and Patricia Moreno, coord. (2001): Pueblos Indígenas, Derechos 
Humanos E Interdependencia Global. 
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century, not to lose the opportunity offered by Rafael Correa to include them in the new 

Constitution. 

Thus, the Rights of Nature were part of the Citizen Revolution driven by Correa in Ecuador8, 

and introduced in the new Constitution as part of its body in the seventh chapter of Title II, about 

Rights9: 

- Art.71: Nature or Pacha Mama, where life is reproduced is entitled to be respected fully 
in their existence and in the maintenance and regeneration of its vital cycles, structure, 
functions and evolutionary processes. Every person, community, village or nationality 
may require the public authority compliance with the Rights of Nature (...). 
 

- Art.72: Nature is entitled to restoration. This restoration is independent of the obligation 
of the State and the individuals or corporations to compensate individuals and 
communities that depend on natural systems affected (...). 

 

- Art.73: The State will apply precaution and restriction measures for activities that could 
lead to the extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems or the permanent alteration 
of the natural cycles. It is prohibited the introduction of organisms and organic and 
inorganic material that can alter in a definitive way the national genetic heritage. 

 

- Art.74: Individuals, communities, peoples and nations are entitled to benefit from the 
environment and natural resources to enable them to Buen Vivir (Good Living). 
Environmental services are not subject of appropriation; its production, delivery, use and 
development will be regulated by the State. 

    

These articles reveal, for the first time ever, the intrinsic value of Nature as a subject of 

existence. Similarly, including the duty to respect their processes and life cycles and the repair of 

the damage caused on it, is also recognizing Nature as a full legal subject. With regards to the 

defense of Nature in the human justice system, the Constitution provides that any person or 

group can defend those rights, thus democratizing the decision processes on any issue that has to 

do with Nature. This point is reinforced in the first chapter of Title IV, regarding participation in 

democracy. Derived from the relationship between the environment and the Buen Vivir10 (Good 

Living) of human communities, a conception of union between humans and Nature is formed. In 

                                                           
8 In the Movimiento Alianza PAIS party 2007-2013 Government Plan, whose leader is Rafael Correa, we can read: 
"We dream with a country where humans coexist harmoniously with Nature, with its plants, its animals, its rivers 
and lagoons, with its seas, its air, its soils, and all those elements and spirits that make life possible and beautiful. A 
country where is not possible the predatory commoditization of Nature, in which the human is a part of it and not its 
center destroyer "(p. 8). Available: http://es.scribd.com/doc/31619413/Plan-de-Gobierno-Alianza-PAIS (accessed el 
26/01/2013).  
9 Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador, National Assembly (2008). Available: 
http://www.asambleanacional.gov.ec/documentos/constitucion_de_bolsillo.pdf (accessed 26/01/2013). 
10 Buen Vivir (Well Living) comes from a long search for alternative ways of life that have been driven, particularly, 
by social actors in Latin America in recent decades, demanding claims against the neoliberal economic model. More 
information: http://plan.senplades.gob.ec/ (accessed 26/01/2013). 
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this sense, these articles also incorporate indigenous worldviews through the recognition of other 

ways of understanding these relationships. The second chapter (Biodiversity and natural 

resources) of Title VII, about the Regime of Buen Vivir (Good Living), digs deeper into some of 

these issues. 
 

After this short route through the Rights of Nature, we can say that "Mother Earth, living 

super-organism that articulates the physical, the chemical, the biological and the ecological 

interdependently11", is a full subject of dignity and right. However, in recent years and strongly 

so at present, anthropocentrism12 has dominated the ideas about progress and has regarded 

Nature as a resource to be exploited. Though, the considerations presented here aim to break 

with this framings to emphasize the fact that humans are part of Nature, so that its ills and 

ailments are also ours. Therefore, the conceptualization of Nature, which we have conceived in 

modernity and developed through industrialization processes, "must be fully reinterpreted and 

revised13" if we do not want to jeopardize our own existence on the planet. 
 

3. Extractivism and conflicts 

The final considerations of the previous section do not pretend to give up the potential of 

Nature to improve the living conditions of humans, but they do intend to draw attention to the 

problems that arise when the biophysical limits of the planet are not recognized and respected. 

As Acosta notes14: 
 

The task is to research and dialogue with Nature, with the understanding that we are 
immersed in it. So, what is required is to build new forms of interaction between humans and 
Nature, as an integral part of it. That implies a scientific understanding of nature and, at the 
same time, an admiration, reverence, an identity with nature, far from feelings of possession 
and domination, very close to the curiosity and love. 

 
However, predation and human overexploitation exceeded the regenerative capacity of the 

Earth in the 80's. Currently, the planet takes a year and five months to regenerate what we use in 

                                                           
11 Boff, Leonardo (18/10/2012), La Madre Tierra, sujeto de dignidad y de derechos, América Latina en 
Movimiento. Available: http://alainet.org/active/58914 (accessed el 26/01/2013). 
12 The anthropocentrism is a philosophical theory that places the man at the center of the universe. 
13 Acosta, Alberto (24/08/2010), Toward the Universal Declaration of Rights of Nature. Thoughts for action, revista 
de la Asociación de Funcionarios y Empleados del Servicio Exterior Ecuatoriano, pag. 1. Available: 
http://therightsofnature.org/wp-content/uploads/pdfs/Toward-the-Universal-Declaration-of-Rights-of-Nature-
Alberto-Acosta.pdf (accessed 26/01/2013). 
14 Ibid. 
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Source: Global Footprint Network 

Figure 1: Biological capacity and ecological footprint of Ecuador 

a year15. According to UN estimates, if the consumption and production of the population16 

remains the same, in 2030, the lifestyle of humans will need two planets to meet global demands. 

However, there are large imbalances between countries with regards to contributions to the 

global ecological footprint. 
 

As the Ecological Footprint Atlas 2010 demonstrates, the extractive economic model 

developed in Ecuador in recent decades has diminished the biological capacity of the country to 

the point of being overtaken by the ecological footprint in 2007. Similarly, according to an 

analysis by Corey J. A. Bradshaw, Navjot S. and Giam Xingli Sodhi17, Ecuador is ranked 22nd 

on the list of countries that produce more impact on the environment. However, we have to note 

that this study does not take into account who ultimately consumes the products derived from 

mining activities, but largely reflects the loss of biological capacity worldwide. 
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15 Global Footprint Network (2012), World Footprint. Available: 
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/ (accessed 26/01/2013). 
16 Especially in rich countries where the ecological footprint is higher at production and consumption levesl, for 
example, the United Arab Emirates (9.5), the United States (9.4), Kuwait (8.9), Denmark (8), Australia (7.8), New 
Zealand (7.7) and Canada (7.1). More information in the Ecological Footprint Atlas 2010, from Global Footprint 
Network is available at: http://www.footprintnetwork.org/images/uploads/Ecological_Footprint_Atlas_2010.pdf 
(accessed el 26/01/2013). 
17 Bradshaw CJA, Giam X, Sodhi NS (2010), Evaluating the Relative Environmental Impact of Countries. PLoS 
ONE 5. See the table S6 for the relative impact and the table S8 for the absolute impact (on this case Ecuador is 
21ist). Available: http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0010440 (accessed 
26/01/2013).  
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Due to this situation, the project presented by Rafael Correa for his election promised a 

structural change in the production model, which was understood as a proposed change of the 

predatory extractive and exporting model that brought the country to this situation during the 

previous decades18. This promise of change was strengthened by the inclusion of the Rights of 

Nature in the Constitution of 2008, discussed in the previous section. However, Correa's policies 

have caused dissension from people close to the president, like Alberto Acosta, and have 

generated numerous conflicts with indigenous groups. Many of these dissenters argue that 

policies being undertaken by the Ecuadorian government directly undermine the Constitution, 

especially on environmental issues and citizenship. 
 

All Latin American countries under progressive governments "have maintained and even 

strengthened the extractive sectors, including mining, oil and gas, and the sector of large 

monoculture export-oriented coverage"19. In the case of Ecuador, the Mining Act of 2009 and the 

X & XI 2012 Rounds oil highlight this process. These policies entail decisions that contradict the 

principles of the Citizen Revolution which was raised in 2006, clashing directly with the articles 

of the 2008 Constitution as relates to the Rights of Nature and citizen participation processes. 

This situation, which in the last centuries has created great inequalities between people and a lot 

of impoverishment, has been called the "curse of abundance"20, due to the number of conflicts 

and negative effects that it has brought to countries like Ecuador. Far from changing, this 

problem is still in force today21. 
 

3.1 Mining in Ecuador 

After the entry into force of the Constitution in 2008, mining in Ecuador was considerably 

reduced, but it received a boost through the Mining Act passed in 2009, as seen in figure 2. At 

the same time, the new law leaves in the hands of the Presidency of the Republic and the 

National Assembly the possible extraction of resources in protected areas and social and 

                                                           
18 Gudynas, Eduardo (2009), ‘Diez tesis urgentes sobre el nuevo extractivismo. Contextos y demandas bajo el 
progresismo sudamericano actual’, en VV.AA (2009), Extractivismo, política y sociedad, CAAP (Centro Andino de 
Acción Popular) y CLAES (Centro Latino Americano de Ecología Social), págs. 187-225. Available: 
http://www.ambiental.net/publicaciones/GudynasNuevoExtractivismo10Tesis09x2.pdf (accessed 26/01/2013). 
19 Gudynas, Eduardo (2010), ‘Si eres tan progresista ¿Por qué destruyes la naturaleza? Neoextractivismo, izquierda 
y alternativas’ en Ecuador Debate, nº 79, pág. 63. Available: http://www.ecuadordebate.com/wp-
content/uploads/2010/04/Ecuador-debate-79.pdf (accessed el 26/01/2013). 
20 Acosta, Alberto (2009), La maldición de la abundancia, Ed. Abya-Yala, Quito. 
21 Admittedly, the government of Rafael Correa is holding better policies of redistribution of wealth and many social 
programs, but this can not be an excuse to continue driving the same predatory model.  
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Figure 2: Mineral production in Ecuador 

Source: Agencia de Regulación y Control Mineral (ARCOM)                                                              Own made 

environmental sensitive areas (Art. 2522) as well. Despite the limitations of the Constitution, the 

articles of this new Law open the possibility to the violation of constitutional ones, which is a 

contradiction23. Another issue of great concern to critics the policies of Rafael Correa is the 

regulation of open-sky mining, which has adverse social and environmental impacts and poses 

that are difficulties for recovery. 

    

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

This type of mining is the most economical deal for the companies in relation to the invested 

capital, but the negative externalities they produce are considerable and frequently not taken into 

account. Ecuador has regulated this matter, forcing companies to submit environmental impact 

studies that most often are made by companies themselves. Another thing that the Government 

could do would be the creation of a state agency that carries out such impact studies. The 

demands of the Ecuadorian government are great, particularly with in regards to the country's 

                                                           
22 Mining Law of the Republic of Ecuador, Chapter VI, Special mining areas and favorable administrative acts, 
article 25. 
23 More about the constitutional contradictions of the Mining Act 2009 see the reflection of Alberto Acosta on the 
bill (22/12/2008): ‘Ser o no ser constitucional, reto de la nueva Ley Minera, en Ciudadanía Informada’. Available: 
http://www.ciudadaniainformada.com/provincias/ecuador-noticias-pais/browse/152/ir_a/ciudadania/article//ser-o-
no-ser-constitucional-reto-de-la-nueva-ley-minera.html (accessed 26/01/2013). 
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Figure 3: Strategic mining projects and indigenous territories 

Fuente: Centro de Estudios Económicos y Sociales (CDES) 

participation in the profits. However, in March 2012, the Ecuadorian government and the 

Chinese company, Ecuacorriente24, have closed the first mega opencast mining agreement. 
 

Most of the conflicts generated as a result of mining policies are facing the Government to 

the local indigenous communities located in those areas, which are struggling for guarantee the 

constitutional standards and the respect of their rights and those of Nature. Currently, the 

Observatory of Mining Conflicts in Latin America (OCMAL) identifies seven mining conflicts 

in Ecuador, mainly in strategic areas in the south25. Indigenous groups most affected by these 

policies are the Shuar, in the southeast, and Kichwa in the south.   

 

                                                           
24 Reuters (06-03-12), ‘Ecuador firmó su primer megaproyecto de minería a cielo abierto’, en Infobae América. 
Available: http://america.infobae.com/notas/45693-Ecuador-firmo-su-primer-megaproyecto-de-mineria-a-cielo-
abierto (accessed 26/01/2013). 
25 OCMAL (2012), Conflictos mineros en Ecuador. Available: 
http://basedatos.conflictosmineros.net/ocmal_db/?page=lista&idpais=02032900 (accessed 26/01/2013). 
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Rafael Correa's government argues that the extractive sector promotes job creation26, 

increases the wealth of the country and allows the reinvestment of profits for improving the 

quality of life of Ecuadorians through social programs. In a way, these justifications are founded, 

yet lacking. They do not take into account the negative environmental and social externalities of 

this model27: population displacement, loss of biodiversity and natural areas, destruction of 

cultural heritage and livelihoods of indigenous people, contamination of soils and water, 

commoditization of Nature, lack of inclusion in decision-making processes, etc. These practices 

contradict the following articles of the 2008 Constitution on the Rights of Nature as well as the 

principles of Buen Vivir (Good Living)28: 
 

- Art.391: The State will create and implement demographical policies that contribute to an 
inter-territorial and intergenerational balanced development and ensure environmental 
protection and safety of the population, within the framework of respect for self-
determination of people and diversity. 
 

- Art.395.3: The State shall ensure the active and ongoing participation of individuals, 
communities, peoples and nations involved in the planning, execution and control of all 
activities that generate environmental impacts. 

 

- Art.405: EI National System of Protected Areas will ensure the conservation of 
biodiversity and maintenance of ecological functions (...). The State will allocate the 
necessary financial resources for the financial sustainability of the system, and it will 
encourage the participation of communities, peoples and nationalities inhabiting 
ancestrally protected areas in its administration and management. 

 

For indigenous groups in Ecuador, the mining conflict represents longstanding 

national problem. However, even though complaints are currently on the rise, it is unlikely 

that the current government will respond differently to solve or transform it29.  
 

 

 

                                                           
26 According to Martha Moncada (30/06/2012): “According to the estimations, a mine generates 0.9 jobs per hectare, 
while a rice production produces 6 jobs per hectare”. See the article: Cinco falacias del neoextractivismo, OCMAL 
webpage. Available: http://www.conflictosmineros.net/contenidos/12-ecuador/10548-cinco-falacias-del-
neoextractivismo (accessed 26/01/2013). 
27 Zorrilla, Carlos et al. (20/10/2011), ‘Los perversos versos de la minería. 21 preguntas para entender la minería del 
Siglo 21’, at Ecuador Contaminada. Available: http://ecuadorcontaminada.blogspot.com.es/2011/10/los-perversos-
versos-de-la-mineria-21.html (accessed 26/01/2013). 
28 Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador, Title VII, Regime of Buen Vivir, articles 340-415. 
29 Coordinadora Andina de Organizaciones Indígenas (12/11/2012), Ecuador: El conflicto minero ya es un problema 
nacional. Available: http://www.coordinadoracaoi.org/portal/?q=content/ecuador-el-conflicto-minero-ya-es-un-
problema-nacional#.UQRFRB1ZV7a (accessed 26/01/2013). 
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Figure 4: Oil market in Ecuador 

Source: Secretaría de Hidrocarburos de Ecuador (SHE)                                                                      Own made 

3.2 The oil sector in Ecuador 

Oil activity in Ecuador is a very important part of Ecuador's GDP, mainly through 

exports30. This situation shows that this Latin American country continues to promote 

primary-exporting economy, so they are forced to import a lot of manufactured products 

and their balance of payments is negative. Rafael Correa considerably criticized the 

policies of previous governments due to the fact that their policies sold the country to 

foreign capitals.  

 

His own initiatives, unfortunately, are moving in the same direction. The only 

difference is that now the Ecuadorian state receives a bigger portion of the profits. 

Dissident sectors have labeled Rafael Correa’s reforms, such as the Hydrocarbons Law 

conducted in July 2010, as insufficient because they do not suppose a renewal of the legal 

                                                           
30 Varela, Marcelo (2010), ‘Las actividades extractivas en Ecuador’, en Ecuador Debate, nº 79, págs. 127-150. 
Available: http://www.ecuadordebate.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/04/Ecuador-debate-79.pdf (accessed 
26/10/2013). 
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framework on oil policies. Furthermore, the hasty approval of this hydrocarbon law has 

prevented open dialogue regarding alternatives for a suitable post-oil economy31. 
 

Correa's oil policy is well reflected in the intentions to increase production by 25%, 

after the signing of 42 agreements about community development with six of the seven 

eastern indigenous communities32. This process is a result of contracts signed with several 

foreign companies as the Spanish Repsol, the consortium Marañón, the Colombian-

Ecuadorian INTERPEC or Ecuadorian-American consortium DGC33. These contracts were 

signed in the wake of Correa’s government-led procurement during the X Oil Round (June 

2011). In the face of the opening of the XI Oil Round (November 2012), companies like 

ENAP, from Chile, Ecopetrol, from Colombia; Petroperu, from Peru; Turkish 

International, from Turkey, Petro Vietnam, from Vietnam, and some Chinese state 

companies have been interested in the process. Although the Government has made some 

queries before the signet of contracts, indigenous associations such as the Confederation of 

Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador34 continues to report cases of extortion and corruption 

in some parts of the country, particularly in the Amazon region, where the largest oil 

reserves are located.  
 

Conflicts generated by oil activity are similar to those caused by the mining sector. It 

is reflected the judgment of the Ecuadorian courts on Chevron-Texaco for damages caused 

in the Amazon35, whereby the U.S. company must pay 9510 million. Another example is 

the sentence of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights about the case of the 

indigenous Kichwa Sarayaku against Ecuador, whereby the Ecuadorian government must 

                                                           
31 Acosta, Alberto (2011), ‘Ecuador: Unas reformas petroleras con muy poca reforma’, en Ecuador Debate, nº 82, 
págs. 45-60. Available: http://www.ecuadordebate.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/Ecuador-debate-82.pdf 
(accessed 26/01/2013).  
32 Diario Universal (20/01/2013), Ecuador aumentará en 25 % su producción petrolera. Available: 
http://www.diariouniversal.net/economia/2013/01/ecuador-aumentara-en-25-su-produccion-petrolera/ (accessed 
26/01/2013). 
33 EFE (01/05/2012), ‘Ecuador firma concesiones petroleras para aumentar producción’, en Ecuavisa. Available: 
http://www.ecuavisa.com/noticias/noticias-economia/48660-ecuador-firma-concesiones-petroleras-para-aumentar-
produccion.html (accessed 26/01/2013). 
34 Webpage: http://www.conaie.org/ (accessed 26/01/2013). 
35 Radden, Patrick (04/01/2012), ‘Why Chevron will settle in Ecuador’, en The New Yorker. Available: 
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/newsdesk/2012/01/why-chevron-will-settle-in-ecuador.html (accessed 
26/01/2013). 
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Fuente: Centro de Estudios Económicos y Sociales (CDES) 

pay $ 1.39 million to this group36. Given this situation, many indigenous groups and 

environmentalists are trying to stop the process by looking for protection under the articles 

of the Constitution. However, it is a complicated and uneven struggle in which the most 

affected communities are the isolated communities from the Ecuadorian Amazon. 

Exacerbating the situation further, human rights and Nature rights defenders are being 

criminalized for their work 37.  

 

 
 

These conflicts not only occur in areas tendered by the later Oil Rounds, but they are 

also affecting the communities along the transport networks through pipelines. One of the 
                                                           
36 Inter-American Court of Human Rights (27/06/2012), Pueblo indígena Kichwa de Sarayaku contra Ecuador. 
Available: http://www.corteidh.or.cr/docs/casos/articulos/seriec_245_esp.pdf (accessed 26/01/2013).  
37Gutiérrez, Fernando et al.(2011), Los escenarios de la Criminalización a Defensores de Derechos Humanos y de 
la Naturaleza en Ecuador: Desafíos para un estado Constitucional de Derechos, Defensoría del Pueblo de Ecuador, 
Dirección Nacional de Promoción de Derechos Humanos y de la Naturaleza. Available: 
http://www.dpe.gob.ec/index.php?option=com_jdownloads&Itemid=82&view=finish&cid=54&catid=14 (accessed 
26/01/2013).  

Figure 5: Oil conflicts and tenders in Ecuador 
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Figure 6: Historical incidents with isolated indigenous communities 

Source: Ecuadorian government 

most controversial projects is the Yasuni-ITT. Rafael Correa has pledged to maintain 

indefinitely unexploited the reserves of 846 million barrels of oil in the ITT (Ishpingo-

Tambococha-Tiputini), equivalent to 20 % of the country's reserves, located in the Yasuni 

National Park in the Ecuadorian Amazon38. The initiative is highly commendable and we 

must encourage others like it, but the Ecuadorian government has asked the international 

community for financial compensation to supply the incomes that would be achieved from 

these resources. However, this argument is based on the anthropocentric principle of 

domination over Nature, rejecting the intrinsic value of this and failing to recognize the 

richness of its own ecosystem. The problem remains the same and has not yet produced the 

necessary conceptual changes, reflected in the Constitution of Ecuador. 

 

   
 

 

 

                                                           
38 Webpage of Yasuni ITT initiative. Available: http://yasuni-itt.gob.ec/Inicio.aspx (accessed 26/01/2013). 



15 

 

Figure 7: Resources and subsistence rights: a typology of conflicts 

Source: Sachs, Wolfgang (2003), Environment and human rights. 

3.3 The roots and the consequences of these environmental conflicts 

For the present case, we can look at the explanatory framework developed by 

Wolfgang Sachs39 about environmental conflicts and its causes (2003), which include its 

manifestations, the location of the conflicts, the effects of globalization on them and their 

environmental and social consequences.  

 

 

 

                                                           
39 Sachs, Wolfgang (2003), ‘Environment and human rights’, en Wuppertal Paper, nº 137, Wuppertal Institute for 
Climate, Environment and Energy, pág. 9. Available: 
http://www.wupperinst.org/globalisierung/pdf_global/human_rights.pdf (accessed 26/01/2013). 
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This framework is strengthened, if not completed, by the model proposed by Alberto 

Gomes40, which recognizes the cycle of Growth, Glut, Greed and Grievance cycle (the 4G 

Syndrome). The fetish of economic growth starts this cyclical process that ends with a lot 

of negative effects for the population.  
 

In the case of Ecuador, according to Sachs’ model, we find phenomena related to 

mineral resources, pollution of urban areas, disruption of ecosystems and climate change. 

Similarly, the fetish of economic growth that also involved the Ecuadorian government 

starts the continuous cycle of Gomes, which through the ideals of increasing production 

and competitiveness is generating, at the same time, situations of exploitation, inequality 

and marginalization. 
 

However, although these theoretical models are complementary and explanatory to 

some degree, I do not believe that either addresses the root cause of environmental 

problems: our anthropocentric conceptualization of Nature and the idea of domination over 

it, which encourages and allows some humans to exploit it without limits. Considerations 

derived from the proposals of Sachs and Gomes, in this case, I think are consequences of 

this primary cause, which does not mean that they can also become the source of other 

problems as evidenced both in their analysis. This is the idea that I have tried to develop in 

this article and that is visible on the Rights of Nature embodied in the Constitution of 2008, 

although there is still much work to be done. 

 
4. Looking ahead 

Ecuador has taken an important step by recognizing the Rights of Nature and its 

incorporation into the Constitution of 2008. Similarly, the ideology of the Buen Vivir (Good 

Living) brings new ideas to the issue of development, which is necessary to develop further. 

However, it is difficult to enforce the questions indicated in the articles of the Constitution 

because many of the policies adopted by the Ecuadorian government, especially in the extractive 

sectors, continue to show an anthropocentric domination over nature. As I stated above, this is 

the main cause of environmental conflicts, and until there is a profound change in mindset and 

abandon this unlimited growth fetishism, the paradigm will not begin to change. 

                                                           
40 Gomes, Alberto (2012), ‘Alter-Native `Development': indigenous forms of social ecology’, en Third World 
Quarterly, volumen 33, nº 6, Routledge, págs. 1059-1073.  
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In this sense, I would argue that we need a new 'revolution' that explores and tries to 

implement the ideals of super-strong sustainability41, through the critique of the ideology of 

progress, the search for new styles of development and respect and the revaluation of assets and 

the eigenvalues of Nature. This has to occur also from a political approach of action so that it 

may progress in a truly democratic fashion and decision framework. Furthermore, this approach 

must take a biocentric position that includes a new concept, delinked from materialism, which 

stresses our quality of life, while at the same time accepts and recognizes the plurality of existing 

knowledge in the world. Only in this way, is it possible to reach a new paradigm that provides 

the people, which is part of nature in full, a true social and ecological justice. 
 

To begin this process of change, I would recommend that Ecuador undertake a transition to a 

post-extractive model, in which these sectors are no longer essential for the country's 

development. Obviously, this process takes time, but if there is political willpower it will not be 

difficult to move from the current "predatory extractivism" model towards an "extractive 

imperative" model, which uses strictly necessary resources to nurture consumer networks 

focused on quality of life42. These measures should be accompanied by the development of other 

productive sectors43 for the country, in order to abandon its status as primary-exporting 

economy, reduce the imports of final products and improve the balance of trade44. Thus, Ecuador 

will move towards their goals for greater sovereignty in an all-encompassing way. However, this 

process is very demanding. As Arturo Escobar states45: 
 

                                                           
41 Gudynas, Eduardo (2009), ‘Desarrollo sostenible: posturas contemporáneas y desafíos en la construcción del 
espacio urbano’, en Vivienda Popular, nº 18, Facultad de Arquitectura, Montevideo, pág. 14. Available: 
http://www.gudynas.com/publicaciones/GudynasDesaSustVPopular09.pdf (accessed 27/01/2013). 
42 Gudynas, Eduardo (2011), ‘Caminos para las transiciones post extractivistas’, en Alayza, Alejandra y Gudynas, 
Eduardo (coords.), Transiciones. Post extractivismo y alternativas al extrctivismo en Perú, RedGE y CEPES, Lima, 
págs. 199-203. Available: 
http://www.gudynas.com/publicaciones/capitulos/GudynasCaminosPostExtractivismoPeru11.pdf (accessed 
27/01/2013).  
43 More information in the articles of Gudynas, Eduardo (2011), ‘Más allá del nuevo extractivismo: transiciones 
sostenibles y alternativas al desarrollo’, en Wanderley, Fernanda, El desarrollo en cuestión. Reflexiones desde 
América Latina, Oxfam y CIDES UMSA, La Paz, págs. 379-410. Available: 
http://www.gudynas.com/publicaciones/GudynasExtractivismoTransicionesCides11.pdf (accessed 27/01/2013); and 
the book of Acosta, Alberto and Martínez, Esperanza (comp., 2009), Una vía para el desarrollo, Editorial 
Universidad Bolivariana, Santiago.  
44 The balance of trade, or net exports, is the difference between the monetary value of exports and imports of output 
in an economy over a certain period. 
45 Escobar, Arturo (22/03/2012), ‘¿Transformaciones y/o transiciones? Post-extractivismo y pluriverso’, en América 
Latina en Movimiento. Available: http://alainet.org/active/53567&lang=es (accessedl 27/01/2013). 
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(...) the requirements for this process are complex, including more participatory 
democracy, plural visions of the economy, multiple rating systems, reduced consumption of 
materials and energy, and strategies of "decoupling" selective global economy46. Food 
production (...) should be a key area in this transition, (...) "relocation" of food production 
systems based on organic, biodiverse and decentralized (...). The transition to post 
extractivism with strategies to eradicate poverty, conservation and nature rights, and 
autonomous regional integration versus globalization.  

 

To implement these changes, it is necessary to accept and learn from indigenous 

knowledge that exists around the world47, but without falling into the trap of wanting to 

move their lifestyles and worldviews to other societies, that is, not to romanticize them. 

Every human community, independently, needs to be able to decide the best model of 

sustainable development that suits their needs and environment, as has been demonstrated 

in Cuba since the Special Period48 or the eco-villages49 that have been building in certain 

parts of the world and which are more and more prolific. In the case of Ecuador, 

indigenous groups need to have a greater say in decision-making processes and their 

worldviews, knowledge and ways of life must be better recognized and respected, as a part 

of the system. 
 

If some of these changes were implemented, ultimately, it would be working towards a 

better achievement of the principles of Buen Vivir (Good Living), included in the 

Constitution of 2008, forming the fundamental basis of the Citizen Revolution in Ecuador. 

Only then, we will be talking about new paradigms that recognize human beings and 

nature as interdependent subjects of dignity and full rights. Only then, it will be fully 

recognizing the "value of life"50. For the elections of February 2013, Correa's Movimiento 

Alianza PAIS party has submitted a Government Plan51 that speaks about "maintaining a 

healthy and ecologically balanced environment, ensuring the Buen Vivir (Good Living, p. 

                                                           
46 If the growth fetishism continues it is necessary to review the measurement indicators, because the natural growth 
of Nature has never been included as a part of that wealth and would be an important advance. 
47 Several Authors (2000), Indigenous Environmental Knowledge and Its Transformations: Critical Anthropological 
Perspectives, Overseas Publishers Association, Amterdam. 
48 See the documentary: The Power of Community. How Cuba Survived Peak Oil, by Faith Morgan (2006). 
49 An eco-village is a community that strives to be socially, ecologically and economically sustainable. Its 
development is based on respect for Nature, the use of renewable energy, food and economic sustainability, 
recycling and the use of green building materials. 
50 Lander, Edgardo (2012), Hacia otra noción de ‘riqueza’. Hay instrumentos conceptuales tradicionales que ya no 
sirven, Agenda Latinoamericana 2012. Available: 
http://servicioskoinonia.org/agenda/archivo/obra.php?ncodigo=778 (accessed el 27/01/2013). 
51 It can be downloaded at: http://www.movimientoalianzapais.com.ec/ (accessed el 27/01/2013). 
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220)", but it has also projected to “expand the horizons of oil reserves” (p.84), which is 

hypocritical and contrary to these principles. These are just some examples of a 

Government Plan full of contradictions. Meanwhile, other left parties like Unidad 

Plurinacional de Izquierdas have promised to try to recover what was agreed upon in 

Montecristi52.    

                                                           
52 Government Plan of the Unidad Plurinacional de Izquierdas party, pág. 3. Available: 
http://www.revistalideres.ec/informe-semanal/plan-Movimiento-Unidad-Plurinacional-
Pachakutik_LIDFIL20130107_0008.pdf (accessed 27/01/2013). 


