
Chapter 22

Sustainable Development and Conservation

of Biodiversity Hotspots in Latin America:

The Case of Ecuador

Marco Rieckmann, Maik Adomßent, Werner H€ardtle, and Patricia Aguirre

Abstract The conservation of biodiversity is closely linked to sustainable develop-

ment. This is particularly evident in the so-called developing countries. Latin

America, for instance, hosts some of the most important biodiversity hotspots in

the world. However, this biodiversity is threatened by development processes

which lead to environmental degradation and thus a significant loss of biodiversity.

In Ecuador, new approaches towards sustainable development with a particular

focus on biodiversity conservation and environmental protection have been devel-

oped in recent years. Against the background of data on biological diversity in Latin

America and a description of conservation endeavours in the Latin-American

region, this chapter analyses the Ecuadorian efforts to achieve sustainable develop-

ment and long-term protection of biological diversity. Positive impacts as well as

new challenges and conflicts, which result from these approaches, are identified and

discussed.

22.1 Introduction

Efforts to conserve biological diversity are only as sustainable as the social and

political context within which they take place (Hanson et al. 2009). This is parti-

cularly evident in the so-called developing countries.
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For instance, the Latin-American region is characterised on the one hand by a

high level of biodiversity and on the other by the existence of manifold socio-

economic problems. Policies and economic activities that strive towards socio-

economic development and welfare often result in environmental problems and

biodiversity loss (cf. Larrea 2009). Consequently, the question is how the conflict

between economic progress and biodiversity conservation can be reconciled.

In recent years, both the Ecuadorian government and the civil society have

developed new approaches for sustainable development that focus particularly on

biodiversity conservation and environmental protection. Rights of nature and the

concept of “Sumak Kawsay” (“Good Living”) were incorporated into the new

Ecuadorian constitution adopted in 2008. The Yasunı́-ITT initiative commits

Ecuador to leaving underground 20% of the country’s total oil reserves, located

in the ITT oil fields, within the Yasunı́ National Park. Hence, Ecuador is taking

the initial steps towards moving from an oil-based economy to a new sustainable

development model.

This study describes and analyses the current governmental and non-govern-

mental programmes in Ecuador that are geared towards sustainable development

and a long-term protection of biological diversity. Against the background of data

on biodiversity in Latin America and a description of conservation endeavours in

the Latin-American region, this paper identifies and discusses both the positive

impacts and the new challenges and conflicts resulting from these approaches.

22.2 Biological Diversity of Latin America

There is evidence that Latin America hosts some of the most important biodiversity

hotspots in the world, namely the Tropical Andes, Chocó/Darién/Western Ecuador,

Central Chile, Brazil’s Cerrado, and Brazil’s Atlantic Forest (Harcourt 1999; Myers

et al. 2000). Among these, the Tropical Andes and Brazil’s Atlantic Forest are

considered as “leading hotspots”, since they are characterised by an extraordinary

biological diversity when compared with other hotspots worldwide (Myers et al.

2000). The Tropical Andes, for example, are believed to harbour about 45,000 plant

species (corresponding to 6.7% of global plants) and about 3,400 vertebrate species

(corresponding to 5.7% of global vertebrates; Table 22.1). With more than 1,660

bird species (which corresponds to about 16.8% of the world’s avifauna), the

Tropical Andes proved to be the most important avifauna hotspot in the world

(Table 22.1). This means, in turn, that many Latin-American countries (such as

Colombia, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, and Chile) are characterised by an extraordinary

diversity with regard to several taxonomic groups. Brazil, for example, is considered

to host the earth’s richest flora, at least 50,000 species or one-sixth of the planetary

total. However, Ecuador with its mega-diverse flora comprising more than 25,000

plant species (and thus twice the number of plant species found in Europe) is no less

diverse when the species richness of this country is related to its size (Kreft et al.

2004; Vargas Meza 2002). Regarding vertebrates, for example, Ecuador has the
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highest species density worldwide (i.e. the number of species per area; 2,794 in total,

corresponding to 12% of the global vertebrate species richness; Table 22.1).

Several factors, such as variations in geological and edaphic conditions and the

high environmental diversity in terms of extreme differences in altitude, precipita-

tion, and annual mean temperature, are responsible for the extraordinary biodi-

versity found in Latin America (Sarkar et al. 2009). Patterns of broad-scale plant

species richness, for example, are thought to be largely determined by (1) variation

in insolation and water availability between different areas (species energy hypoth-

esis), (2) habitat and topographic heterogeneity (spatial heterogeneity hypothesis),

and (3) regional differences in geographic configuration and history (regional

effects hypothesis; Distler et al. 2009). Geospatial and environmental data have

been used in correlative models to identify conservation priorities on a landscape or

a regional scale (in South America for example by Peralvo et al. 2007).

Because of its high species richness and endemism, Latin America in general,

and biodiversity hotspots such as the Chocó and the Tropical Andes, in particular,

have been a major focus of biodiversity conservation interests in recent decades

(Sarkar et al. 2009). However, despite increasing conservation efforts, the biolo-

gical diversity of Latin America is under continued threat from a variety of factors,

including an accelerating rate of forest clearing, due to logging, and the resulting

increase of arable area (Ojeda et al. 2003). In Central America and northern parts

of South America, deforestation rates amounted to about 1% year�1 from 2000 to

2005, and human population growth rates were over 2% year�1 (FAO 2005). Bryant

et al. (1997) estimated that about 30% of the region’s primary and secondary

vegetation has been completely transformed into agricultural fields and urban

settlements. This development constitutes an increasing problem for both the

protection of Latin America’s biodiversity and human welfare, since the majority

of the human population in many regions of Latin America relies on biological

resources taken directly from the wild. Consequently, in Latin America, the extent

and importance of nature conservation has increased significantly in the last few

decades.

22.3 Conservation Endeavours in Latin America

According to UNEP figures, the amount of land and the number of terrestrial and

marine protected areas (PA) designated nationally has grown exponentially around

the globe. In a comparatively short period from 1990 to present, the Latin America

and Caribbean (LAC) region has witnessed a 100% increase in land set aside for

protection. To date, 21.2% (global average 11.6%) of the land is protected in some

4,700 parks and reserves. Among them, one of the 20 largest nationally designated

protected areas in the world is to be found: Archipiélago de Colón (Galápagos) in

Ecuador. The proportion of protected land is at present the highest for all develop-

ing regions worldwide and exceeds the overall percentage for the so-called devel-

oped countries by 6.8% (ICSU-LAC 2009).
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Biosphere reserves represent a protection category that is designed to combine

approaches to both conservation and sustainable development. Since 1977, the

UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Programme has been responsible for the

development and establishment of biosphere reserves worldwide. Although they

fall under national sovereign jurisdiction, the reserves stand for sharing experience

and ideas on national, regional, and international levels within the World Network

of Biosphere Reserves (Table 22.2). There are currently 553 approved sites world-

wide in 107 countries, among them four in Ecuador (Galápagos, Yasunı́, Sumaco,

and Podocarpus-El Condor; Table 22.3).

In addition to national protected areas, the LAC region possesses around 250

Ramsar sites and 130 National Heritage sites, some of which overlap spatially

with national parks and other reserves. In view of these important numbers, it is

important to stress the fact that protected areas cannot solely be looked upon as

mere reservoirs of natural resources, but also as territories that safeguard the rights

of existence of nature (see Sect. 22.6).

In an attempt to bring together all the different actors, the second Latin-American

Congress of National Parks and Protected Areas, which took place in San Carlos

de Bariloche (Argentina) in 2007, attracted more than 2,200 participants. A major

outcome of this congress was the adoption of an extensive document, the Bariloche

Declaration. Although criticised by some as a rather “lengthy” document, being

Table 22.2 Biosphere

reserves worldwide

(UNESCO 2009)
Region

Number of

biosphere reserves

Number of

countries

Africa 52 22

Arab States 261 13

Asia and the Pacific 113 22

Europe and North America 258 31

Latin America and the

Caribbean 104 19

Table 22.3 Protected areas in Ecuador (according to Triana 2009)

Protected areas of Ecuador

Number

of areas Area km2
% of Ecuador’s

territorial area

Total area of nationally recognised protected areas 105 205,516 15.1%

Terrestrial (% of Ecuador’s Terrestrial Territorial

Area) 104 72,124 25.4%

Marine and Littoral Protected Area 3 133,392

Nationally recognised protected areas greater than

1,000 km2 23

Nationally recognised protected areas greater than

10,000 km2 1

Wetlands of International importance (Ramsar Sites) 12 1,708

UNESCO-MAB Biosphere Reservesa 3 173,151
aPodocarpus-El Condor (approved in 2007) not yet included

Note that some protected areas include both terrestrial area and marine area
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“broad, but not deep” (McElhinny 2007), the scope of this congress reached far

beyond protected areas management. It covered, among other things, themes such

as payment systems for environmental services, the role of indigenous knowledge

and people in conservation activities, and biodiversity science.

Furthermore, the aspect of financial sustainability was raised by demonstrating

that, if divided by the 300 million ha of existing protected areas (PAs), the sum of

money available for Latin-American PAs only equals about US $2.3 per ha.

Following McElhinny (2007), this is far below the average for some developed

countries, e.g. USA ($25.6/ha); Canada ($11/ha), and New Zealand ($9.6/ha). As

a consequence, to promote the well-being of Latin-American society – within, but

also outside protected areas – it is important to think simultaneously about com-

pensation for environmental services and poverty alleviation (Swallow et al. 2009).

In Ecuador, the RISAS network (Red de Interesados e Interesadas en Servicios

Ambientales en Ecuador) is working towards this goal. Ecuadorian case studies

have so far focused on PAs; however, they have also involved small municipalities,

organisations, and communities and have addressed other issues, such as carbon

sequestration. The set-up systems are still weak as there is limited financial

sustainability and high dependence on external funds, and not all service users

could be integrated, as incorporation of the service users is voluntary, not manda-

tory (cf. Poats 2007).

22.4 Striking New Paths for Biodiversity Protection

in Latin America

Although a remarkably large area of Latin America is designated as PAs, this kind

of canopy protection cannot be the only true solution for halting the loss of

biodiversity. Indeed, if people are to appreciate the true significance of biocultural

diversity, nothing less than a cultural change has to take place, to be understood as

“a form of co-evolution between cultural information and the social and natural

environment” (Smith 2001). For this purpose, alternative protection approaches

have to be considered which take into account both the predominant part of the

continent which does not enjoy protection of any kind and the cultural diversity in

this region, one of the most prominent worldwide (ICSU-LAC 2009).

As many protected areas overlap with indigenous territories, this provides

interesting opportunities both in terms of co-management and enriching the

concepts and tools of conservation and helping to build sustainable societies. Not

only in countries with large indigenous populations (e.g. Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru,

Guatemala, and Mexico), but also in countries where they are a minority

(Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Chile, and Venezuela) their relevance

for effective conservation of ecosystems and the co-management of protected areas

is increasingly appreciated (Guerrero 2009). Sites managed under this rather

new form of resource management are termed Community Conserved Areas or
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Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (ICCAs) and have been acknowl-

edged by the IUCN and Parties to the Convention of Biological Diversity

(cf. Kothari 2006; www.iccaforum.org).

This does not necessarily mean that all activities and practices developed locally

may foster biodiversity by any means, nor that poor management does not take

place; however, the worldviews of many traditional societies were conducive to

the development of practices and skills that manage ecological integrity in sustai-

nable ways. Hence, the loss of one aspect (e.g. locally appropriate knowledge and

practices) could cause a concomitant loss of the other (e.g. ecological resilience)

(cf. Pretty et al. 2009). Furthermore, several analyses have shown that the share of

indigenous protected tropical forest is more than noteworthy (e.g. 12.2% in Latin

America; cf. Nelson and Chomitz 2009). Even more importantly, indigenous

reserves have proven to be more effective both in terms of habitat and of climate

protection than all other protected areas, with the exception of those that are highly

protected (Ricketts et al. 2010; Naughton-Treves et al. 2005; McElhinny 2007;

Waylen et al. 2009).

A UNDP Regional Programme for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) (full

name: “Biodiversity and Ecosystems: Why these are Important for Sustained

Growth and Equity in Latin America and the Caribbean”) has been created to

convince policy- and decision makers in the region to invest in and maintain

biodiversity and ecosystem services. The initiative is organised in partnership

with the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), UN Economic Commission for

Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), and the Secretariat for the Convention

on Biological Diversity (CBD). From 2008 to 2011, a report will be compiled to

examine, among other things, the following issues: financial and economic benefits

and costs to countries from sustainable ecosystem management; the contribution of

biodiversity and ecosystems to sectoral production and outputs; the economic value

of biodiversity and ecosystems; and the role of biodiversity and ecosystem services

in promoting growth and equity.

With a view to integrating the manifold experiences and views of the various

LAC nations, a series of consultations was initiated across the region in August

2009. The Ecuador consultation took place in Quito in November 2009 and was

attended by participants from national, state, and local governmental bodies; conser-

vation groups; academic and scientific groups; and representatives from the Ama-

zonian and highland regions of Ecuador. To prepare a national report on the role of

biodiversity and sustainable development in the long-term economic wellbeing

of the nation and the region, the participants discussed several case studies and

identified strategic sectors (agriculture, tourism, forestry, water, coastal and marine

resources, and biocommerce/biotechnology), and attempted to find linkages between

ethics, equity, and economy within these topics. Furthermore, emphasis was laid on

the role of spiritual values, ancestral knowledge and, with regard to a dissemination

strategy, the need for communicative approaches aiming to connect biodiversity,

daily life, and culture.

The intention of the final report is not only to contribute to national policies

but also to global and regional key policy. Measures for safeguarding this purpose

22 Sustainable Development and Biodiversity Conservation: The Case of Ecuador 441

http://www.iccaforum.org


encompass supervision and guidance by a Commission for Biodiversity,

Ecosystems, Finance and Development composed of regional political leaders,

ecological and economic experts, and civil society representatives.1

22.5 Awareness Raising and Communicative Efforts

in Latin America

If “knowledge of a country’s species and ecosystems by its citizens also fosters

national pride and culture, as well as a sense of curiosity for discovery and the

unknown” (ICSU-LAC 2009, p. 89), then the question arises as to how to motivate

and educate people towards this rather ambitious goal. Both education and commu-

nication at the science/policy interface, although they are rated as important success

factors to strengthen biodiversity conservation, are largely neglected, if not ignored.

According to Rodriguez et al. (2007), only 4% of the US$ 3.26 billion invested in

Latin-American biodiversity conservation between 1990 and 1997 was spent spe-

cifically on capacity building. With respect to safeguarding tropical forest biodi-

versity, Brooks et al. (2009), similarly, state that this area receives only “a small

fraction of outreach efforts”, which in turn results in frustrating attempts to measure

success and thus improve conservation measures (Bride 2006). Some say that if

science continues to put emphasis on what to save, rather than how to do so, and, in

doing this fails to relate the wealth of nature to people’s everyday life, it inevitably

creates the impression that it is cataloguing deck chairs on the Titanic (Shanahan

2008).

On the other hand, it is only fair to say that there are initiatives to resolve these

shortcomings. Particularly with regard to protected areas, there are a number of

noteworthy efforts. For instance, communication plays a central role in the Madrid

Action Plan for Biosphere Reserves (2008–2013) (UNESCO 2008). To achieve the

vision and mission of the MAB Programme, approval and implementation of the

defined targets will be evaluated in 2010 and 2013. It will be interesting to see if,

and how, biosphere reserves have developed and launched targets, such as an

integrated information and communication strategy (Target 3). Another initiative

worth mentioning is the First Joint commission meeting of the World Commission

on Protected Areas (WCPA; with 1,400 members in 140 countries) and the IUCN’s

Commission on Education and Communication (CEC; encompasses about 600

expert practitioners). The meeting took place in Ecuador in May 2009 and this

collaborative push forward produced a decision to work on the following fields:

knowledge management; raising the visibility/credibility of PAs; communication

strategy; and capacity building at all levels for policy, decision makers, PA man-

agement, and leadership at the grassroots (IUCN-CEC and WCPA 2009).

1IISD reports: http://www.iisd.ca/process/biodiv_wildlife.htm#undp_lac.
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In the long run, it will be crucial to fill all well-meaning intentions with life and

not to perpetuate maladjustments. The CEC needs to define goals and the financing

of them in specific and targeted manners. To “walk the talk” in this case means

providing the human and financial resources to undertake effective work (MEA

2005).

22.6 New Approaches for Sustainable Development

and Biodiversity Conservation in Ecuador

In 2006, Rafael Correa was elected President of the Republic of Ecuador. He was

re-elected to a second term in April 2009. In January 2007, a referendum on estab-

lishing a Constituent Assembly to rewrite the Ecuadorian constitution was called by

President Rafael Correa. The referendum was held on 15 April 2007 and a large

majority voted in favour of establishing the Constituent Assembly. In November

2007, the assembly began its work, and the new constitution was finally approved in

a referendum in September 2008.

In the process of drafting the new Ecuadorian constitution, two topics were

discussed intensively: the indigenous concept of “Sumak Kawsay” (“Good Living”)

and the idea of establishing rights of nature. Finally, both concepts were incor-

porated in the new Ecuadorian constitution.

22.6.1 Sumak Kawsay

Sumak Kawsay is a concept of the indigenous peoples from Bolivia, Ecuador, and

Peru. In the Quechua language, it means good living (“Buen Vivir” in Spanish).

Sumak Kawsay means harmony, dialogue, and equity among human beings as well

as between humankind and nature; the sustainable use of natural resources (the

planet is seen as “Pachamama” – “Mother Earth”); the maintenance of ecological

systems and cycles; equity, solidarity, and dignity; respect for diversity; ethics

of responsibility; and harmonious life instead of linear development (cf. Acosta

2009a, b; Boff 2009; Quirola Suárez 2009; Roa Avendaño 2008). “The good living

encourages us to consume no more than what the ecosystem can bear” (Boff 2009;

translated from Spanish by the authors). It is a “conception of life far removed from

the most cherished elements of modernity and economic growth: individualism, the

search for profit, the cost–benefit relationship as a social axiom, the use of nature,

strategic relations between human beings, the total commodification of all spheres

of human life, the inherent violence of consumer selfishness, etc.” (Davalos 2009).

Apart from the members of the Constituent Assembly, many representatives of

civil society organisations, such as environmental NGOs and indigenous organi-

sations, as well as scientists, participated in the debate about Sumak Kawsay during
the process of drafting the new Ecuadorian constitution, enriching the discussion

22 Sustainable Development and Biodiversity Conservation: The Case of Ecuador 443



with their ideas and visions. The result was that the principle of Sumak Kawsay was
incorporated not only in specific articles of the new Ecuadorian constitution, but also

can be seen as the foundation of the whole constitution, as an overall concept for

creating a sustainable society (cf. Acosta 2009b). Article 14 of the constitution

(2008) states (translated from Spanish and italicised by the authors):

“Art. 14.- The right of the population to live in a healthy and ecologically balanced

environment which guarantees sustainability and the good living, Sumak Kawsay, is

recognised. The preservation of the environment, the conservation of the ecosystems, the

biodiversity and the integrity of the genetic patrimony of the country, the prevention of

environmental damage and the recuperation of degraded natural spaces are declared to be

of public interest.”

Elements of Sumak Kawsay which have been established in the constitution and

which are seen as playing a role in sustainable development in Ecuador are in

particular: solidarity economy; equity; gender equality; quality of life; education,

health, and water access as human rights; participative democracy; decentralisa-

tion; fight against corruption; peace; cultural diversity and interculturality; food

sovereignty; rights of nature; nature conservation; sustainable use of natural resou-

rces; and access to the natural resources for all human beings and communities

(Acosta 2009b; Carpio Benalcázar 2009; Quirola Suárez 2008). A crucial aim is to

transcend the economy based on the extraction of primary resources, especially

petroleum (cf. Larrea 2009 about the negative impacts of the “petroleum economy”),

and to develop a “post-petroleum economy”, hence a sustainable economy which

can be characterised as ecological and fair (Acosta 2009b):

“The economic system is social and solidary; it recognises the human being as subject and

end; it tends toward a dynamic and equal relationship between society, state and market, in
harmony with nature; and its objective is to guarantee the production and reproduction of

the material and immaterial conditions that facilitate the good living.” (Art. 283,

Ecuadorian Constitution 2008; translated from Spanish and italicised by the authors)

22.6.2 Rights of Nature

The idea of granting rights to nature is not new. It has been discussed for decades in

different parts of the world, for instance by the jurists Christopher Stone (1972)

from the USA and Godofredo Stutzin (1984) from Chile (cf. Melo 2009).

In the new Ecuadorian constitution, nature has been recognised as a subject of

rights. The constitution includes a novel set of articles that appear to be the first

in any constitution granting inalienable rights to nature. The section about rights of

nature was written in cooperation with the Community Environmental Legal

Defense Fund, based in Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, which has helped individual

communities legislate similar rights of nature, and the Ecuadorian Pachamama

Foundation. The importance of granting rights to nature can be justified with the
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existing destruction of the environment, the concept of environmental justice as

well as the necessity to regulate economic processes and to prevent negative

ecological impacts of these processes (Gudynas 2009).

The rights of nature have been coined in the constitution of Ecuador (2008) in

the following terms (translated from Spanish and italicised by the authors):

Seventh Chapter: Rights for Nature
“Art. 71.- Nature or Pachamama, where life is reproduced and exists, has the right to

exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, structure, functions and its processes
in evolution. Every person, community, people, or nationality, will be able to demand the

compliance with the rights of nature before the public organisms. [. . .] The State will

motivate natural and legal persons, as well as collectives, to protect nature; it will promote

respect towards all the elements that form an ecosystem.”

“Art. 72.- Nature has the right to restoration. [. . .] In the cases of severe or permanent

environmental impact, including those caused by the exploitation of non-renewable natural

resources, the State will establish the most effective mechanisms for their restoration, and

will adopt suitable measures to eliminate or mitigate any harmful environmental

consequences.”

“Art. 73.- The State will apply precautionary and restrictive measures in all the

activities that can lead to the extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems or the

permanent alteration of natural cycles. The introduction of organisms and organic and

inorganic material that can irrevocably alter the national genetic patrimony is prohibited.”

“Art. 74.- The persons, communities, people and nationalities will have the right to
benefit from the environment and form natural wealth that will allow the good living. The
environmental services cannot be appropriated; their production, provision, use and exploi-

tation will be regulated by the State.”

This recognition of the rights of nature has juridical as well as political

implications, because nature becomes a subject of administrative and judicial

protection (Espinosa 2009). “Conceiving nature as a subject of rights breaks with

the traditional paradigms which were constructed on the basis of Occidental

visions” (Acosta 2009a, p. 15; translated from Spanish by the authors), because in

general rights are only granted to persons. Thus, assigning rights to nature is quite a

ground-breaking approach.

Against the background of the rights established in the Ecuadorian constitution,

nature has to be seen as a subject with legal rights and legal legitimacy and no

longer only as an ensemble of objects which can be owned by everybody (Acosta

2009a). This shift of paradigm is linked to biocentric ethics and the idea that nature

has an intrinsic value which is independent of its value for human beings (cf. Acosta

2009a; Gudynas 2009).

The rights of nature are a crucial element of Sumak Kawsay, because they create
the basis for a harmonic coexistence between human beings and nature and hence

for nature conservation. The idea is that establishing such rights will lend more

importance to nature, prevent environmental damage, and create environmental

awareness, among other things (Acosta 2009a). By establishing rights of nature,

political responsibilities for nature conservation are created, and moral obligations

for protecting the ecosystems, conserving endangered species, and avoiding envi-

ronmental pollution are determined (Gudynas 2009).
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22.6.3 Biodiversity Conservation in the New Ecuadorian
Constitution

Based on the concept of Sumak Kawsay and the rights of nature, the Ecuadorian

Constitution (2008) mentions and establishes the importance of biodiversity con-

servation in different articles, for instance in the following (translated from Spanish

and italicised by the authors):

“Art. 57.- The following collective rights are recognised and guaranteed for the indigenous

communes, communities, peoples and nations [. . .]: 8. To conserve and promote their

practices of the use of biodiversity and the natural environment. The State will establish

and execute programmes, with the participation of the community, to ensure the conserva-

tion and sustainable use of biodiversity.”
“Art. 259.- With the intention to conserve the biodiversity of the Amazonian ecosystem,

the central State and the decentralised autonomous governments will adopt policies of

sustainable development [. . .].”
“Art. 395.- The Constitution recognises the following environmental principles: 1. The

State will guarantee a sustainable model of development, environmentally balanced and

respectful of the cultural diversity, which conserves the biodiversity and the natural

regeneration capacity of the ecosystems, and ensures the satisfaction of the needs of the

present and future generations.”

“Art. 400.- The State will execute the sovereignty over biodiversity administration and

management of which will be realised with intergenerational responsibility. The conserva-

tion of biodiversity and all its components, in particular agrarian and wild biodiversity and
the genetic patrimony of the country, are declared to be of public interest.”

It is thus evident that the new Ecuadorian constitution creates a broad and

extensive basis for biodiversity conservation policies.

Corresponding policies and strategies have already been included in the National

Plan for the Good Living (Plan Nacional para el Buen Vivir, PNBV), especially in

objective 4 “To guarantee the Rights of Nature and facilitate a healthy and sustain-

able environment”. The analysis of the current situation and the legal necessities

has already begun to make this objective a reality. This is particularly important,

because the areas with most significant biodiversity are located in the Amazon

region where oil extraction, in particular, poses a major threat. The most important

zones requiring protection are the provinces Napo, Orellana and Sucumbios where

the Biosphere Reserves Sumaco and Yasunı́ are located (Plan Nacional para el

Buen Vivir 2007–2010 and 2009–2013, http://www.senplades.gov.ec).

22.7 Putting the Constitution into Force: The Yasunı́-ITT

Initiative

Based on the concepts of Sumak Kawsay and the rights of nature, the Yasunı́-ITT

initiative2 has been developed to take the initial steps to move from an oil-based

economy to a new sustainable development model.

2http://www.yasuni-itt.gov.ec.
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With this initiative, which was presented for the first time by the Ecuadorian

president Rafael Correa before the United Nations in September 2007, Ecuador is

committed to leaving underground 20% of its proven oil reserves (850 million

barrels), located in the ITT (Ishpongo-Tambococha-Tuputini) oil fields within the

Yasunı́ National Park, one of the most important and diverse biological reserves in

the world (major ecosystem type: tropical humid forests, area: 1,682,000 ha) (cf.

Amazon Watch 2008; Larrea 2009; Larrea et al. 2009; Oilwatch 2007). The reserve

has an estimated 2,274 tree and bush species, 593 bird species; 80 bat, 150

amphibian, and 121 reptile species as well as 4,000 vascular plant species per

million hectares; and about 100,000 insect species per hectare. “The park has the

highest density of amphibious, mammal, bird, and plant species in the Amazon

region” (Larrea et al. 2009, p. 13; cf. Bass et al. 2010) (Fig. 22.1).

C O L O M B I A

P E R U

KEY
Waorani Reserve

Yasuni National Park

Buffer Zone

Fig. 22.1 The Yasunı́ National Park in Eastern Ecuador (Burzio 2008)
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In return for not exploiting the oil fields within the Yasunı́ National Park,

Ecuador expects from the international community a contribution of at least half

the revenue which Ecuador would have received by extracting the oil; this is to

finance the creation of a capital fund to be administered by an international trust,

with the participation of the government, Ecuadorian civil society, and donors. It is

intended that the contributions to the international cooperation fund will come from

two main sources: voluntary contributions (from governments of other countries,

international multilateral organisations, civil society organisations, companies, and

citizens worldwide) and transactions in the carbon market (cf. Larrea 2009; Larrea

et al. 2009). “In exchange for the contributions, the Ecuadorian State will guarantee

to maintain ITT oil reserves underground indefinitely. The government will issue

guarantee certificates for the nominal value of the compensations [. . .], up to the

quantity of 407 million tonnes of carbon dioxide not emitted. The real backing for

the guarantees will be the value of the investments made by the capital fund”

(Larrea et al. 2009, p. 4).

The fund’s capital will be invested, in particular, for the development of

renewable energy sources, nature conservation as well as social development, as

part of a strategy which aims at consolidating a new model of sustainable human

development in Ecuador. The project aims at combating global warming, conserv-

ing the biodiversity in the Yasunı́ National Park, and permitting the survival of the

voluntarily isolated indigenous peoples who live in the ITT area (cf. Larrea 2009;

Larrea et al. 2009; Oilwatch 2007).

To date, different European governments have stated support. The German

government has agreed to contribute funds, but the conditions for this support

have not been defined yet. The discussion of the details of the capital fund’s

implementation at the UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen in Decem-

ber 2009 led to a conflict between President Correa, the coordination board of the

Yasunı́-ITT initiative and the United Nations which created some confusion as to

the future of the project. In February 2010, Correa declared that he is willing to

continue the project. In the beginning of August 2010, the Ecuadorian Vice-

President Lenı́n Moreno and Rebeca Grynspan from UNDP (United Nations

Development Program) signed an agreement for the creation of an international

trust fund for the Yasunı́-ITT initiative. This agreement can be seen as an important

step forward for the initiative.

22.8 Conclusions

Latin America is characterised by a very high level of biodiversity. However, this

biological diversity is under continued threat from socio-economic development.

Thus, it has become evident that biodiversity conservation is not possible without

sustainable development, i.e. a development which aims at both societal welfare

and environmental protection. Biosphere reserves combine approaches to biodiver-

sity conservation and sustainable development, because they facilitate sustainable

economic activities which are ecological on the one hand, and, on the other hand,
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can provide means of livelihood for the population. However, they are restricted to

particular areas. In Ecuador, for instance, there are four Biosphere reserves, but in

the rest of the country the rainforest is cut down, the rivers are polluted, etc.

Against this background, it has become apparent that new approaches are needed

which involve larger areas, consider the cultural diversity, provide opportunities

for co-management involving indigenous communities, and thus contribute to the

emergence of sustainable societies. Furthermore, it has been shown that communi-

cation and capacity building are needed to support conservation endeavours.

Ecuador has recently incorporated the idea of Sumak Kawsay and the rights of

nature in its new constitution. Thus, creating harmony between human beings and

nature as well as biodiversity conservation have been institutionalised as constitu-

tional goals. As the first country in the world which guarantees rights for nature

in its constitution, Ecuador breaks with traditional paradigms and recognises the

intrinsic value of nature. The new Ecuadorian constitution means significant prog-

ress for the national, and also the international conservation discourse. The Yasunı́-

ITT initiative can be seen as a pilot project for implementing the idea of Sumak
Kawsay as well as creating a “post-petroleum economy” and a sustainable society.

Furthermore, it can be understood as a contribution to achieving global environ-

mental justice. Additionally, the debates about Sumak Kawsay and the rights of

nature as well as the Yasunı́-ITT initiative have led to more societal awareness

about issues of biodiversity conservation and sustainable development.

In conclusion, it can be said that the approaches discussed in Ecuador are

innovative; they represent a paradigmatic shift and show new opportunities for

reconciling economic development and biodiversity conservation. Nevertheless,

problems in the legal and political implementation of the new approaches are

already apparent. Weak public institutions, for instance, impede effective environ-

mental policy and management. Moreover, economic interests are still very strong

in Ecuador; whether the constitution remains a mere discourse or whether it results

in truly sustainable development will depend largely on the role civil society plays.

Hence, the Yasunı́-ITT proposal can be seen as a litmus test for the political and

legal strength of the new Ecuadorian constitution.

So far there is no research on the implementation process of the described

constitutional goals, and long-term impacts will have to be analysed. It remains

open whether Sumak Kawsay and the rights of nature will eventually make a real

difference for “Pachamama”.
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