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Cotacachi: Promoting Development from the Bottom Up

“And when the woods and groves are felled, then are exterminated the beasts and birds, very many of which furnish a pleasant and agreeable food for man. Further, when the ores are washed, the water which has been used poisons the brooks and streams, and either destroys the fish or drives them away…”
                                                            - Georgius Agricola on the environmental impact of mining

  De Re Metallica, 1556
 

For hundreds of years, mining has been recognized as an important human activity that carries significant risks in the communities in which it takes place. Communities and central governments have had to balance the need for the jobs, infrastructural investments, and revenue that mining brings with the needs to provide basic protections in the areas being mined. As the human rights movement has gained momentum, increasing numbers of people have found it useful to address this question of tradeoffs from a human rights perspective. 
This paper will examine an ongoing struggle between community members and mining companies in the Intag region of the Cotacachi canton
 in Ecuador. Since the mid-1990s, residents in Intag
 have been blocking attempts by mining companies to develop an open-pit copper mine in their area. As a primarily agrarian community living in an area of tremendous biodiversity, they feel the environmental damages caused by mining would have serious impacts on the health and livelihoods of community members. For many, the negative impact of mining activities poses an unjustifiable risk to area residents. In response to the threat of mining, many Intag residents have organized to protect their human rights and prevent violations from happening. 

The Economic Landscape of Ecuador

In recent decades, Ecuador has faced problems of widespread poverty and high levels of national debt. During the period of 1975 to 1994, as foreign debt grew by 2800 percent and the country was dubbed “the most indebted country in South America” (“From Needs…” 1999: 5),  the percentage of rural people living below the poverty line grew to 67, while urban people maintained a poverty rate of 40 percent. Ecuador centered its development strategies on five types of economic growth that were identified by the United Nations Development Program as being detrimental: jobless growth, ruthless growth, voiceless growth, rootless growth, and futureless growth. The emphasis on economic growth without targeted policies to improve the lives of the poor created paradoxical situations that pointed to poor policy decisions. For instance, the communities in which the oil industry, the top source for foreign exchange, operated lacked basic services and were considered some of the poorest areas in the country (“From Needs…” 1999).  
Nevertheless, these strategies did have a positive impact on the GDP of Ecuador. From 1987 to 1997, Ecuador’s GDP grew at an average annual rate of 2.8 percent, while from 1997 to 2007 that rate increased to 3.7 percent. This sustained growth brought the national GDP from $9.1 billion in 1987 to $44.2 billion in 2007. This increase meant that despite the accumulation of new external debt, the ratio of debt to GDP fell from 115.1/1 to 39.9/1. With the help of an export sector led by crude oil, bananas, and manufactures, Ecuador maintained a positive balance of trade throughout this period (World Bank 2009).

Moving past strictly economic indicators, it is important to note that in 2007, Ecuador was ranked 80 out of 182 countries on the Human Development Index,
 and 38 out of 135 on the Human Poverty Index.
 Ecuador’s HDI, which had been nearly 50 percent lower in 1980, now places the country within the category of “High Human Development” (UNDP 2009). Despite these moderately high ranks, in 2002, Ecuador was considered to face large health risks due to factors such as unsafe water and malnourishment. While the period from 1990 to 2004 saw a steady rate of job creation, productivity levels remained low, leading to the conclusion that the jobs created were of low quality. Thus by 2006, over 40 percent of the workforce were considered ‘working poor,’ meaning that they did not earn enough to yield a per capita family income above $2 per day (IDB 2008). These figures all suggest that the period covered in this paper, from the mid-1990s to present, was a period of changing landscape in terms of poverty and human development issues. 
Mining in Ecuador


The question of mineral mining is relatively new in Ecuador. While the country has tapped into its oil reserves, it was long thought to be mineral-poor, unlike its neighbors Peru and Chile,
 and has been one of the only countries in Latin America not to host large-scale mining (Bebbington et al 2008, Godfrey Wood 2009). However, as increased global demand and changes in technology have made low-grade ores more appealing to mining companies (LeCain 2009, Brown 2001), the Ecuadorian government made a push to see if Ecuador could cash in on the international mineral trade. With the growing interest in helping Ecuador develop a mining sector to rival its neighbors’, an extensive country-wide survey was conducted by the Proyecto de Desarrollo Minero y Control Ambiental (Mining Development and Environmental Control Project, known by its Spanish acronym, PRODEMINCA). PRODEMINCA was an Ecuadorian agency funded by loans from the World Bank and the British and Swedish governments. With their support, it conducted a comprehensive survey of Ecuador’s mineral resources, concluding that approximately 20 percent of the surface contained minerals of some value (Kuecker 2007).


Set within the context of neoliberal deregulation, Ecuador’s government tried to appeal to mining companies by selling low-cost concessions and keeping royalties on mining production low. From 2000 to 2008, the government removed the 3 percent royalty altogether, meaning that ongoing mining activities generated no revenue for the national treasury. Deregulation also meant that the Ecuadorian government was legally prohibited from withdrawing concessions in cases where mining was harmful to the environment or to community members. In this atmosphere, the country was able to do a brisk business with their concessions, with over 5,000 granted or being processed by spring 2008. These concessions, which amounted to over one-fifth of Ecuador’s surface area, were held by only twelve companies (Moore 2008).
Understanding Copper Mining
Copper has a wide range of uses, including wiring, plumbing, parts for major household appliances, and automobile parts. The use of copper often mirrors trends in economic growth—as industrialization takes place in a country its demand for copper increases significantly. This can be seen in China, whose average per person consumption rate rose from .71 pounds in 1974 to 8.1 pounds in 2007. While the current economic crisis has dampened global demand for the metal, experts anticipate an economic rebound could lead to a worldwide “copper famine” (LeCain 2009: 221). As demand increases and high-grade ores are depleted,
 companies turn increasingly to low-grade ores that are most cheaply mined through open-pit operations. However, open-pit mines are more destructive than underground mines, as they release gases, dust, and chemicals that contaminate water, air, and soil, even years after mining has ceased (Down 1977). 
 Fluctuations in the price of copper are key to understanding the behavior of mining company in Intag. In the mid-1990s, global production was high so the price of copper was relatively low, making exploration in hostile communities a liability to companies. However, throughout the 2000s, global supply fell while demand rose, causing prices to reach record highs. In 2003, the price of one pound of copper was $.70, but by June 2008 it had risen to $3.80 (LeCain 2009). This context set the stage for a lengthy battle between proponents of mining looking to cash in on high copper prices, and opponents concerned that no price was high enough to offset the damage to be caused.
Environment, Community, and Economy in Cotacachi

The canton of Cotacachi lies in an area that has been identified by Conservation International as belonging to two biodiversity hotspots
—the Tropical Andes and the Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena regions (see Appendix). The unique ecosystem of Cotacachi was recognized in 1970,
 with the creation of the Cotacachi-Cayapas Ecological Reserve, a protected space of 204,420 hectares. The reserve, which abuts the Intag region, holds 20 percent of all endemic vascular plants in Ecuador (“La Reserva…” 2001).  

Cotacachi has a mixed population consisting of indigenous Quichua and mestizo people, as well as ‘colonos,’ people who settled here from other areas of Ecuador starting around 1900 (Bebbington et al 2008). Within the area, indigenous people had been neglected by the state and lived in feudalistic conditions into the 1970s. Many Cotacacheños worked within the hacienda system, exchanging their labor for small areas of land to farm, which often resulted in ongoing debts owed to the landowners. Economic opportunities did not begin to open up until land reforms that took place in 1963 and 1974 (Rhoades 2006). However, despite these reforms, large landowners continued to hold 90 percent of Cotacachi’s land into the 1990s, often using it to grow export-based commodities such as cut flowers (Cameron 2003). Nevertheless, the reforms did spur local indigenous people to begin organizing for their rights, which led them to form the Union of Peasant and Indigenous Organizations of Cotacachi in 1977 (Rhoades 2006). Indigenous organizing paved the way for the 1996 election of Auki Tituaña Males, an indigenous leader who immediately set out to create spaces for participatory governance in the area. He introduced annual Canton Assemblies, which grew to over 600 participants in the first five years. 
With the support of NGOs and foreign aid agencies,
 Tituaña Males was able to oversee public works that in turn increased his popularity (Cameron 2003). 

Within Cotacachi, the region of Intag is known for its agricultural products such as sweet oranges, a kind of sugar (panela), and organic coffee, which hundreds of producers were exporting to Japan by the early 2000s. Residents also use cabuya fiber to make artisanal items such as hats, bags, and wallets, and conduct ecotourism projects (“Intag, Tesoro…” 2002). Additionally, in 2005, it was estimated that Cotacachi received up to 200,000 tourists a year, and that 70 percent of the people in the province of Imbabura benefited directly or indirectly from the tourism industry (“El Turismo…” 2005).

Mining: Cause for Conflict in Cotacachi

The situation surrounding mining efforts in the Intag valley is long and complicated. The root of the issue can be traced back to the 1980s, when the World Bank and Ecuador’s Ministry of Energy and Mines determined that the western side of the Andes was not suitable for tourism or agriculture projects, and could generate foreign exchange through mineral mining (Flora et al 2006). A joint geological survey undertaken by the Ecuadorian and Belgian governments discovered the Junín copper deposit in Intag, which is thought to hold 72 million tons of copper (Bebbington, et al 2008, Kuecker 2007). Further exploration in the area was supported by a letter of agreement signed by Ecuador and Japan in1990, which promised Japan’s support for mineral assessments (“El Problema…” 2006). 
Bishi Metals

The Japanese International Cooperation Agency then underwrote further examination of the Junín deposit to confirm its value and then in 1993 the responsibility for further exploration was passed along Bishi Metals, a subsidiary of Mitsubishi (Bebbington et al 2008). With the increased interest in mining, some community members began to organize and ask for information. In 1995, Defensa y Conservación Ecológica de Intag (Ecologic Defense and Conservation of Intag, known by its Spanish acronym, DECOIN) was formed to protect the biodiversity in the region. Working with larger environmental organizations such as Acción Ecológica, DECOIN coordinated efforts to inform community members about mining activities and the possible outcomes of having an open-pit copper mine in the area. In 1996, they organized a trip for community leaders to an area in Peru where an open-pit copper mine had taken a toll on the environment and negatively impacted community health. Then in 1997 an environmental impact study conducted by Bishi Metals was made public. The study had determined that an open-pit copper mine would cause widespread deforestation that could lead to desertification in the area. It also stated that waste materials such as mercury and cyanide would contaminate local water sources, threatening the health of people and animals using them for drinking water or other activities. Community organizers launched a campaign in which they visited people’s homes to share this information and discuss the possible ramifications of mining activities (Bebbington et al 2008, Kuecker 2007). 


In response to the distribution of information and the continued presence of Bishi Metals, a local committee that included members from many families in the community of Junín decided to take action. After several unanswered requests for meetings with company leaders and government representatives, scores of people removed goods from the mining camp and burned the camp to the ground on May 15. Following this action and a ministerial visit to the area, Bishi Metals decided to pull out of Intag. In 2000, Cotacachi passed an ordinance naming itself an ecological canton that prohibited mining and supported sustainable development initiatives (Bebbington et al 2008, Kuecker 2007, “El Cobre de Junín…” 2005). Meanwhile, the concession remained idle from 1997 until 2002, during which time DECOIN brought a claim against PRODEMINCA to the World Bank Inspection Panel, challenging it for not conducting a proper environmental impact study. Although the panel found in favor of DECOIN in February 2001, the decision had no impact on the existing concession at Junín, which was auctioned off in September 2002.  (Kuecker 2007, “Intag, Tesoro Escondido…” 2002). 
Ascendant Copper Corporation

In 2003 the concession passed along to Roque Bustamante, which then sold it to Ascendant Copper Corporation, a Canadian company,
 in March of 2004 (“El Problema…” 2006, “El Cobre…” 2005). Upon taking ownership of the concession, Ascendant hired a former military general and member of the secret police, César Villacís, to assist with community relations. With his assistance the company launched a campaign against local community organizers that allegedly included mail theft, the destruction of property, a libel suit, and death threats (Kuecker 2007). In July 2004, Ascendant reached an agreement with the community of García Moreno, where 4,900 hectares of the 9,500 hectare
 concession were located. At that time, the company planned to explore an initial two square kilometers (200 hectares) of land within two years in order to determine how lucrative a full-scale mining project would be. If significant resources were found, Ascendant planned to undertake mining activities within five years. Despite these plans and official support in García Moreno, Ascendant continued to face opposition by local community members (“La Prospeccion…” 2005). In 2005, a study found that 71 percent of Cotacachi residents opposed mining because of its potential impact on people and the environment, while only 29 percent wanted it to be allowed in the canton (Bebbington et al 2008). 


As plans moved forward and Ascendant went public on the Toronto Stock Exchange in order to raise capital for mining activities, community members opposed to mining grew desperate (Bebbington et al 2008). On December 10, 2005, 70 people gathered together to remove supplies from a company clinic and 300 community members representing 20 of Intag’s 22 communities voted to burn down the mining camp. This gathering also passed a resolution calling for company land to be occupied by community members in order to prevent the company from moving forward with its plans (“Ascendant Pierde…” 2005). Unlike Bishi Metals, Ascendant did not take this as a sign to leave the area. It continued to seek investors, despite a 2006 campaign to make Canadian shareholders aware of community opposition (Kuecker 2007). 


In July 2006, community members protested in Quito and met with the Minister of the Environment, who planned to examine the validity of the concession within a month. At this time, the mayor of Cotacachi stated that the mining concession was invalid because it violated Article 88 of the Ecuadorian Constitution, which guaranteed community consultations would take place before projects with social or environmental impacts. Failure to act in accordance with Article 88 could have nullified the concession (“Intag Protesta…” 2006). However, in August 2006, a decision was not reached in favor of the community members, and the following month hundreds of people gathered to protest attempts by Ascendant to conduct further mining exploration. At that time, five company employees and two technicians were detained by community members in the town of Cerro Pelado (“2 Mineros…” 2006). 


While these people were soon released, the situation continued to escalate. In November 2006, 25 Ascendant employees were entering the area of exploration with weapons, ostensibly planning on continuing with exploration activities by force if necessary. Community members gathered to block their entry, detained the employees, and confiscated their weapons, which included guns, machetes, and explosives to be used for mining activities (“Intag Retuvo…” 2006). By December 2006, the area of Intag had become steeped in suspicion, with people taking photographs of unknown vehicles and making note of license plate numbers. Some areas within Intag sided with Ascendant, which had promised to contribute $1 million per year for four years for local development projects. However, significant numbers of people maintained their resistance, and on December 1, when 56 employees of a company sub-contracted by Ascendant entered the area, fighting ensued during which shots were fired (“Los Mineros..” 2006). Again, community members detained the employees, asking authorities to take custody of them and their weapons, which included 17 guns, rounds of ammunition, and tear gas. Community asserted that they would hold the 56 men indefinitely if the company did not agree to leave the area. According to Polibio Perez, the President of the Community Development Council in Junin, “There is no authority that investigates the aggression that we are suffering, so we resort to means such as these”
 (“Si Ascendant…” 2006). 


The conflict did in fact get the attention of the provincial governor and two ministries within the central government, which called for mining activities to halt. On December 11, Energy Minister Ivan Rodriguez announced that a proposal would be submitted to the National Congress to amend Ecuador’s mining laws. At that time Rodriguez declared that Ascendant was not to move forward with activities until the environmental impact of the project was reexamined (“Ecuadorian Government…” 2006). Ascendant did not initially comply with this request, but by March 2007 the company announced that it would cease its activities until a decision had been made by the government. At this time, an agreement was also reached between the central government and community activists to end their controls over community roads and their occupation of a piece of company property (“MiningWatch Canada: Ascendant Copper…” 2007). 
However, by July 2007, that agreement was threatened, as community members stated that Ascendant was still present in the area and that community organizers had received death threats. At this time, the Ministry of Energy and Mines ordered Ascendant to cease its public relations activities, calling for the company to “immediately cease all activities intended to divide the community and disturb the citizenry’s peaceful life” (MiningWatch Canada: Ascendant Ordered…” 2007). Finally, in September 2007, for the fourth time, the Ministry of Energy and Mines ordered Ascendant to halt all activities, after completing a review that concluded the company had violated Ecuador’s Mining Law by failing to conduct a consultation with the community to be impacted by the project. Community members responded by asking that the concession itself be entirely nullified in order to avoid problems in the future (“El Gobierno…” 2007).  

The Future of Mining In Ecuador

Following this and other conflicts between mining companies and communities around the country, the Ecuadorian Constitutional Assembly issued a Mining Mandate in April 2008 that cancelled approximately 90 percent of the 4,605 concessions granted since the year 2000. Concessions cancelled were those that did not involve community consultations, did not provide an environmental impact study, were located in “natural protected areas,” or threatened water supplies (“Grupos Campesinos…” 2008, Wedekind 2008). Following this decision, Canadian ambassador Christian Lapointe facilitated a meeting between eight Canadian mining companies, the Minister of Energy and Mines, and President Rafael Correa. With input from transnational interests, Ecuador began drafting a new Mining Law. In response to the lack of environmental protections and community involvement in the new law, lawyer and clean water activist Carlos Perez stated, “Far from protecting the population, those that demand the right to live, the right to health, the right to life, far from protecting them, this protects the multinationals” (Moore 2008). 

The new Mining Law, which passed in January 2009, was met with widespread protests. Despite constitutional provisions passed in September 2008 declaring access to water a human right and guaranteeing rights to a natural environment, the Mining Law is designed to invite large-scale mining operations in Ecuador. The law is fully supported by President Correa, who, after reportedly referring to protestors “nobodies” and “extremists,” stated, “It is absurd that some want to force us to remain like beggars sitting atop a bag of gold” (Denvir 2009). To this end, mining is framed as a “public utility” whose benefits to the nation are seen to outweigh problems caused at the local level. Thus, not only does the law limit the environmental study and consultations done, it actually includes a provision that enables companies facing opposition by a majority of local community members bring the situation before an administrative body and have the final decision made by those outside the community (Godfrey Wood 2009). For residents in Cotacachi, this means that their efforts to stave off mining companies may be far from complete.
Conclusion

The lessons learned from the situation in Intag are not simple or straightforward. Questions remain about the motivations of actors who mobilized community members for one side or the other of the struggle, and some community members surely feel like an injustice was done when Ascendant left the area. As in many impoverished areas, an influx of jobs and infrastructural investments is desperately needed. However, a significant section of the community determined that they were not, in fact, desperate enough to sacrifice their natural resources, and in turn their health and wellbeing, for such ends. Thus, while the need for foreign exchange will continue to be a pressing issue in developing countries around the world, this case helps us understand that those countries must balance such concerns with the wishes of their citizens, and fulfill their responsibility to create policies that address poverty without creating new problems related to the degradation of ecosystems and human health.
Appendix

Figure 1: Map of Ecuador showing Cotacachi-Cayapas Ecological Reserve north of Quito

(Source: http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://wpcontent.answers.com/wikipedia/commons/thumb/9/91/Ecuadorenumerado.PNG/300px-Ecuadorenumerado.PNG&imgrefurl=http://www.answers.com/topic/ecuador&usg=__2bn5XnIhAy9mt_ClkbPARXfsCow=&h=313&w=300&sz=55&hl=en&start=8&um=1&tbnid=UNI4m4Cj5PINGM:&tbnh=117&tbnw=112&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dcantons%2Bin%2Bimbabura%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DN%26um%3D1)
Figure 2: Biodiversity Hotpsots
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Tropical Andes region (left) and Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena region (right) 

(Source: www.biodiversityhotspots.org ) 
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� Canton is the equivalent of county. Cotacachi is one of six cantons located in the province of Imbabura. 


� Intag is made up of 22 communities.


� The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite measure based on life expectancy, literacy and school enrolment rates, and purchasing power parity income. 


� The Human Poverty Index (HPI-1) is calculated based on the proportion of people living below certain thresholds in the categories measured by the HDI.


� In 2007, mining accounted for 6.2 percent of Peru’s GDP and 23 percent of Chile’s (“La Mineria…” 2007).


� It was once common to find ores containing 40 to 60 percent metal. However, many ores being mined today consist less than 2 percent metal (Down 1977). In Cotacachi, the ore is estimated to contain .89 percent copper (Ascendant Copper Corporation 2007). 


� Thirty-four regions worldwide have been identified as biodiversity hotspots, a term used for areas that hold at least 1,500 species of endemic vascular plants that have lost over 70 percent of their original habitat. These regions are home to over 50 percent of the world’s endemic plant species and 42 percent of terrestrial vertebrate species (biodiversityhotspots.org).


� The reserve’s protected status was made permanent in 1979 (Davis et al 1997).


� Cotacachi had not received any direct funding from aid agencies or NGOs prior to 1996, but from 1996 to 1998 the municipality received approximately $525,000 per year. This figure rose to $665,000 in 1999, accounting for 42 percent of the budget and enabling the local government to operate normally while other municipalities were impacted by a national financial crisis (Cameron 2003).





� The company has since moved its base of operations to the United States.


� 9,500 hectares is equivalent to 950 square kilometers or approximately 367 square miles.


� Translation is my own. The original quote in Spanish is, "No hay autoridad que investigue las agresiones que estamos sufriendo, por eso acudimos a medidas de hecho.”





