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The sheet of paper looked unassuming enough but it made Gloria 
Ushigua’s hands shake.

“I just don’t believe this,” she said, unrolling and rolling the sheet 
back up into a tight scroll. “What is happening to our territory? 
Where are we going to produce food for our families?”

She unfurled the paper again, revealing a map that outlined the 
boundaries of the ancestral territory of the Sápara—an indigenous 
Amazonian nation that straddles the border of Ecuador and Peru.  

The Sápara’s land was outlined in magenta ink. Within this territory, 
over 300,000 acres were demarcated with a thick green line, an 
indicator that this area of land would soon be placed under 
conservation, and therefore, unavailable for traditional agricultural 
use. 

Gloria Ushigua is the president of the Association of Sápara 
Women in Ecuador. She has long, thick black hair and a robust 
build, earned from spending most of her time working in the hilly 
terrain of the Ecuadorean Amazon. She dresses in casual clothing: 
cargo pants and a simple tee shirt, usually accompanied by a warm 
smile. 

When Gloria saw the maps, she was shocked. In 2008, elected 
leaders from the Sápara nation of Ecuador agreed to place over 
200,000 acres of territory beneath conservation in a government 
program called Socio Bosque. Gloria said that neither she nor other 
women leaders were included in the decision making process. 

Now in 2012, Gloria discovered that the Sápara leaders were 
discussing entering an additional 100,000 acres into Socio Bosque, 
and yet again had failed to consult with the Association of Sápara 
Women.
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Socio Bosque, or “Forest Partner”, is a voluntary program that was launched 
in 2008 by Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment (MAE). It is open to individuals or 
collectives (such as indigenous or afro-Ecuadorean communities) that hold titles 
to what the state considers native forests. In the program, participants decide 
how much of their land they want to place under conservation. Once under 
conservation, this land cannot be altered. In exchange, the government pays the 
participants in yearly installments for protecting the forests and reducing carbon 
emissions caused by tree felling. 

The program promises a one-two punch of improving the economic situations of 
forest owners while protecting the country’s biodiversity, but in Ecuador, it is a 
controversial answer to the climate crisis question.  

“If we keep putting land under conservation, how can we harvest enough food to 
feed our families?” Gloria asked.

However, despite conflicts the program has spurred in the Sápara nation, other 
indigenous peoples, like the Shuar Arutum, report that the program has been 
beneficial. As of March 2012, Socio Bosque boasted 2,419,420 acres of conserved 
forest and 72 signed contracts with indigenous and afro-Ecuadorean communities 
and collectives. 

Meanwhile, the Ecuadorean government is drawing from lessons learned from 
the Socio Bosque process to develop its national strategy for REDD+ (Reduced 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation). REDD+ is an international 
climate change mitigation scheme that provides financial support to developing, 
tropical countries in order to encourage conservation and carbon emissions 
reductions. 

REDD+ is being developed within the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, UNFCCC. However, instead of there existing just one global 
REDD plan, three separate REDD schemes have developed out of the international 
negotiations. These mechanisms include the UN-REDD Programme, the Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility, FCPF, and the Forest Investment Program, FIP. The 
FCPF and FIP are both led by the World Bank.
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These plans provide countries with the support they will need to develop strategies 
for implementing REDD+. These strategies are called Readiness Preparation 
Proposals, (R-PPs), and they explain how a country will measure and verify carbon 
sequestration; monitor the health of the forests; fulfill safeguards, and diffuse 
information among stakeholders.

Ecuador anticipates implementing the United Nation’s REDD+ Programme in 2013. 
Whereas any native forest, regardless of whether or not it faces an immediate 
threat, can enter Socio Bosque, in Ecuador, REDD+ will target forests that are 
already in danger, such as forests located by roadsides or in heavily deforested or 
degraded areas. 

Proponents of Socio Bosque and REDD+ say that these programs will alleviate 
poverty by paying indigenous communities for something they’ve been doing for 
millennia: protecting forests. 

Opponents argue that putting a monetary value on the forests devalues their 
intrinsic worth in stabilizing global weather patterns. Critics also worry that 
incentive based programs are false solutions because many states will maintain 
sub-surface rights, meaning that lands under conservation could still fall victim to 
oil and mining exploration—a main driver of deforestation in Ecuador.

Current political unrest in Ecuador also presents a challenge for the implementation 
of these programs. Demonstrations against government policies have steadily 
increased since President Rafael Correa took office in 2007. The most recent 
demonstration took place in March 2012, which brought 10,000 protestors from 
various social sectors together in a march to Quito.

A regulated, compliancy market for funding global REDD+ projects does not 
currently exist, which creates another challenge as to how the program will be 
financed long term.  

Finally, both Socio Bosque and REDD+ present a catch 22 when it comes 
to working with indigenous peoples and nationalities. Because indigenous 
communities often depend directly on natural resources for their livelihoods, they 
are the ones who have historically protected the kind of biodiversity that makes 
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conservation initiatives possible. But 
ironically, indigenous peoples often 
reiterate that not enough information 
about these programs reach the 
grassroots, and lack of a clear 
consultation process often leads to 
internal conflicts within communities. 

Therefore, questions arise. In 
Ecuador, where there is discord 
between the national government, 
social sectors, and the indigenous 
movement, can these programs 
be carried out while guaranteeing 
collective rights to the forest owners? 
How can information reach the grass 
roots, and how can these programs 
be effectively implemented to benefit 
all of Ecuador?

This year, Ecuador will continue to 
develop its national REDD+ plan. 
Meanwhile, communities, indigenous 
organizations, businesses, and 
non-profits are developing their 
diverse stances on Socio Bosque 
and REDD+.  



Gloria lives in a traditional Sápara home that is made from wood and built in a 
circular structure. The roof of her house is made from palm fronds that are woven 
together so tightly that the roof will survive 15-20 years of rainforest downpours. 

Each morning, while the Amazon is still covered in a blanket of dark sky and 
stars, Gloria wakes and settles beside the hearth. The light of the fire illuminates 
her face as she recalls the dreams she had throughout the night and considers 
their meanings. 
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Gloria is an interpreter of dreams. Many years ago, her uncle, who is a shaman 
from the Sápara nation of Peru, taught her how to be receptive to the messages in 
her sleep.

Gloria prides herself for her accurate interpretations and said that many people in 
her community visit her home in the pre-dawn hours to analyze their dreams. She 
said that dreams are discussed in the early morning before the mind becomes 
cluttered with events that unfold throughout the day. 

Gloria often dreams about the rapid changes occurring in her community and the 
conflicts caused by the Socio Bosque program.

When day breaks, Gloria and the women of the Sápara communities visit their 
chacras, or plots of land where each family harvests just enough food to be self-
sufficient. These chacras are usually less than three acres and do not cause 
degradation to the land nor require excessive tree felling. The Sápara produce 
yucca, platanos, chonta, and papajibre. Occasionally, the women hike through the 
tropical undergrowth, gathering fruit and palm hearts to add variety to their cuisine. 
Meanwhile, the men hunt tapir, monkey, pava—which Gloria said is like chicken—
and peccary, a small, pig-like mammal.

Though a petroleum block owned by the Italian multinational oil company Agip 
is found within Sápara territory, the Sápara have rejected oil exploration in their 
territory. Their economy has traditionally been supported by sales from artisans 
such as hammocks, pottery, and jewelry. In 2009, the Sápara Nation of Ecuador 
(NASE), which is the representative organization of the Sápara, began to receive 
funds from the Socio Bosque program.

“When we heard about Socio Bosque, we heard that the program was a way to 
protect our forests, so that no one could enter and harm our animals and native 
species,” said Basilio Mucushigua, president of the NASE from 2009 to 2012. “We 
believed that it was a way to protected our forests from oil exploration, and with 
that in mind, we signed the contract.”

 



Prior to 2008, internal division had caused the Sápara nation to become split 
between two representative organizations. Gloria was president of one, and Luis 
Armas Mucushigua stood at the helm of the other organization. 

Gloria remembers meeting with Muchshigua and how they worked together to 
unite the two organizations. 

“[Muchsigua] told me, ‘thank you, we can solve this, but only with words and 
not arms,’ “ Gloria said. “While we were [in the process of] conversing, we were 
contacted by a Foundation called ALTROPICO. They told us both to come to 
Quito to learn about Socio Bosque.”

The Foundation for Alternative Community Development for Conservation of 
the Tropics, ALTROPICO, is a non-governmental organization that works in 
southwestern region of Colombia and Northeast of Ecuador. Their mission is to 
improve economic situations of marginalized communities while conserving the
natural resources of the tropical forests.  They are funded by both public and
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private entities, including Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment (MAE). One of their
projects includes liaising between Socio Bosque participants and the MAE. 

Many people were against signing a contract. Because the Sápara have been 
practicing rotational agriculture since their existence, she was worried that putting 
territory under conservation would prevent the communities from practicing 
ancestral farming methods. Inability to harvest their food would create a threat to 
the nation’s food sovereignty, a right that is guaranteed in Article 13 of Ecuador’s 
Constitution of 2008.

Gloria and Mucushigua decided to say no to Socio Bosque. In the spring 2008, 
Gloria traveled to the New York City to attend the UN Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues. The two Sápara organizations were not yet legally unified, but 
Gloria was satisfied with the direction the conversations were taking. 

When she returned, Gloria learned that the elected Sápara leaders had signed a 
Socio Bosque contract with the MAE in her absence. These leaders had selected 
228,905 acres to enter into the program for a total of $75,771 per year. The 
contract stipulated that the Sápara’s agreement would last for a duration of 20 
years, and during that time, they could not cut trees, change the land use, or burn 
any part of the area under conservation. 

Within the contract, the Ministry of Environment reserved the right to conduct 
random site inspections to insure compliance with the agreement. The Ministry 
would also monitor the protected area through remote sensing, aerial photography 
and other available technologies.

Like every participant in Socio Bosque, the Sápara were required to develop an 
investment plan detailing how the nation would spend the funds. According to 
Basilio Mucushigua, former president of the NASE, the program has created 
several benefits for the Sápara communities. 
 
“The communities use the funds they receive from Socio Bosque for medicine and 
health care,” Basilio said. “We also use it for emergencies, because if someone has 
to go to the hospital, the only way is by plane. Also, there is no easy way to get 
money for education, so some of the money is used for paying for school and class 
registration,” he said.
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But not everyone in the Sápara Nation is content.

Maria Ushigua, former director of women’s issues for the NASE, said that health 
care and education are guaranteed in article 1 of the Constitution, so she wonders 
why the Ministry of Environment has applauded spending in these two areas.

Maria also complains that the Sápara women haven’t received any Socio Bosque 
money to fund their projects.

“The way that the money is distributed is completely unfair,” she said.

Rosario Ushigua, a resident of the Sápara community Llanchamacocha, also said 
that the Socio Bosque money hasn’t reached many of the communities.

“Llanchamacocha hasn’t received any funds even though we could use the 
resources to fund community level projects,” she said.

Meanwhile, Gloria and the Association of Sápara women reiterate that all members 
of the Sápara Nation—not just the elected leaders—must be involved in decision 
making processes pertaining to Socio Bosque.

In December 2011, Gloria attended the COP 17 climate change talks in Durban, 
South Africa. In her absence, the NASE leaders discussed extending their Socio 
Bosque contract to include 104,504 more acres. She did not know about the 
NASE’s plans until a meeting brought her to Quito in March, and she visited the 
office of ALTROPICO to receive updated information about the Sápara’s Socio 
Bosque contract. In Quito, ALTROPICO gave Gloria a map that revealed that the 
NASE was considering augmenting their Socio Bosque contract.

“The women didn’t want Socio Bosque but the men asked, ‘where are we going 
to find money for our children’s educations?” Gloria said. “As the association [of 
Sápara Women] we do not receive any of the funds, the Sápara governing council 
does, however.”

Gloria added, “This money just [causes] fights between indigenous people.”

As of August 2012, the Sápara nation had not decided whether or not they would 
sign the new, extended Socio Bosque contract.
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Gloria often reiterates that many people in the Sápara communities do not know 
how the Socio Bosque program began, or what becoming a participant implies. 
Max Lascano, Coordinator of the Socio Bosque Program for the Ministry of 
Environment, provided information about the initiative’s history.

“Socio Bosque was born from the idea of the President of the Republic in 2008,” 
said Lascano. “The president always said that we could improve the lives of 
various sectors by giving them some sort of economic recognition for their role in 
conserving the forests.”

SoCIo BoSQuE’S BACK-SToRy
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The Ministry of the Environment teamed up with the international NGO, 
Conservation International (CI) and began to investigate possible incentive-based 
conservation plans. From 2006 to 2008, CI had worked with a costal indigenous 
nationality called the Chachi to develop the Great Chachi Reserve in Ecuador’s 
Esmeraldas province, a region troubled by illegal logging and heavy deforestation. 
Under this program, CI rewarded the Chachi $5 for every hectare (approximately 
2.74 acres) they conserved. 

Lascano said that Ecuador also held workshops with Mexico and Costa Rica, 
which were both developing projects similar to Socio Bosque, in order to share 
experiences. The Ecuadorean government set aside funds to begin pilot programs 
and also received financial support from German government entities. 

By 2008, the ministry had a fund of $1 million to develop a consultation process 
and develop the Socio Bosque program. Socio Bosque continues to be financed 
by public funds, donations from the German government, and the UN REDD 
Programme.  

According to CI, the first Socio Bosque pilot programs began in the Chocó Region 
of the Esmeraldas Province and in the Condor-Kutukú Conservation Corridor, which 
lies at the threshold of the Amazon region.  

In Ecuador, nearly 2,500 million acres of forest have been entered into the Socio 
Bosque program and individuals and collectives have signed 1,600 Socio Bosque 
contracts. There are 72 contracts that represent community organizations and 
these contracts represent 80% of the land under conservation. 

Forest partners include indigenous peoples such as the Chachi, Kichwa (Andean 
and Amazonian), Sápara, Shiwiar, Siona, Cofan, Shuar, as well as Afro Ecuadorean 
communities. While individuals may get paid up to $30 per hectare, indigenous 
partnerships, like the NASE’s, will usually garner about $.80 per hectare. This price 
is due to the great quantity of hectares indigenous communities tend to put under 
conservation. 
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“One of the most important characteristics of Socio Bosque is that the program 
is voluntary,” Lascano said. “For those people who disagree, or think that the 
program is poorly designed, there is no obligation to sign on. The organizations 
that want to participate, participate and those that do not, do not.”

In order to enter the Socio Bosque program, one must hold land titles to what is 
considered “native forest.” This excludes plantations used for commercial wood 
production, plantations with exotic species, and secondary forests that have been 
in a regeneration process after 1990.  As long as the terrain meets the above 
requirements, even small parcels of land can become eligible for Socio Bosque.

SIGNING THE CoNTRACT AND 
BECoMING A foREST PARTNER
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Some communities and individuals approach the Ministry of Environment and 
request information about the program. In other cases, the Ministry makes field 
visits to heavily forested areas to hold informational workshops with community 
members about Socio Bosque. In these cases, the Ministry will contact community 
leaders to make a site visit in order to discuss the program. 

Free, Prior, and Informed Consent, (FPIC), is included in the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of the Indigenous Peoples and the International Labor 
Organization Convention 169. FPIC states that an indigenous community has the 
right to approve or reject projects that may impact the lands that they own, occupy 
or use. 

Though Ecuador has ratified both the UNDRIP and the ILO 169, it varies in the 
Ecuadorean constitution where only the concept of free, prior, and informed 
consultation is stipulated in article 84. The state is legally required to hold a series 
of consultations with indigenous communities before beginning projects that impact 
their ancestral territories, however, consent as recognized in international legal 
instruments, will not necessarily be achieved. 

Socio Bosque, however, is a voluntary program, so indigenous communities do 
have the right to reject it in their territories.  

Lascano says that sometimes a community decides to enter Socio Bosque 
immediately. In other cases, the community requests more information, and so the 
Ministry enters the territory to discuss the procedures, payment plans, and legal 
rights with the community members. The Ministry usually holds a total of three 
consultations, each within three months apart from one another. 

After a community signs the contract, the Ministry requests confirmation that there 
was a process of consultations. This confirmation is usually presented in the form 
of a letter. 

The Ministry of Environment states that it does not have a concrete structure for 
administering consultations because government structures vary greatly between 
indigenous nationalities.
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Montserrat Albán is a Coordinator of Environmental Services for CI. Like 
ALTROPICO, CI provides technical assistance to the Socio Bosque program 
and works as an intermediary between communities and the MAE.

“There are cases where a community is well-organized and everyone—women, 
elderly, and youth—participates and makes a decision together,” said Albán. “In 
other cases, it’s not all of the community that meets, its just a few representatives,” 
I think that in these cases there are more risks for the Socio Bosque program. In 
these cases, you can meet people in the community that say, ‘but I didn’t know 
that we were even signed on to Socio Bosque!’”

Because Socio Bosque is financed through public funds, participants must 
develop an investment plan to demonstrate how they intend to improve their 
socio-economic conditions with this income. The revenue passes directly from 
state to land owner in two yearly installments. The contract lasts for 20 years, 
after which it may be renewed again if the landowner agrees to it. 

Lascano says that communities can spend the money on whatever they think is 
necessary for the population, however they often dedicate spending to health care, 
education, transportation, and to the repair and construction of community centers. 
The NASE, for example, have used some of their income to purchase an office in 
Puyo, the capital of Pastaza. 

Once territory is under conservation, it is essentially untouchable. Conserved land 
is monitored by satellite imagery, areal photography, and unannounced site visits by 
technical staff of the Ministry of Environment. 

Although hunting for sustenance is permitted, commercial hunting, tree felling, and 
altering the land in anyway are strictly prohibited. Any of these actions could lead to 
grave consequences for program participants.

Lascano discussed the repercussions of violating a Socio Bosque contract during 
a workshop held in January 2011 with members of the Confederation of Indigenous 
Nationalities of the Ecuadorean Amazon, CONFENIAE. His statements were 
recorded in the meeting’s minutes, which were published by Rainforest Foundation 
Norway-CEPLAES.
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“The worst scenario would be that on a visit 
or through a satellite image, we see that the 
president of the community or its members 
are clearing the forest, violating the contract 
that they signed. That would mean not 
fulfilling a commitment or a keeping to one’s 
word,” Lascano said. 

“This would lead to expulsion from the 
program and the [former participant] would 
be asked to return the incentive to the date 
that it was delivered, according to the Socio 
Bosque Operational Manual of the PSB. If 
the offense was committed within 5 years, 
the return is 100%; 10 years, 75%; 15 years, 
50%; between 15 and 20 years, 25%.” 

In the case that the community is unable 
to pay its debts, the government would not 
be permitted to take titles away from the 
landowners. However, community leaders 
could face jail time. 

“One of the problems with the program 
is that it deprives the indigenous people 
of their traditional uses and customs of 
ancestral land,” said Marlon Santi, a Kichwa 
leader from the Sarayaku people and former 
president of the Confederation of Indigenous 
Nationalities of Ecuador, CONAIE. 

“[Participants] cannot cut trees to build houses or chacras. This implies a violation 
of rights. Sometimes communities hear money, and sign for economic resources 
without realizing how [these actions] will impact their rights,” said Santi.
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To counter this common critique, Max Lascano emphasized the importance of 
proper planning before entering into Socio Bosque.

“The first step in entering Socio Bosque is to create a zone where the proprietor 
decides where there will be conservation, where there will be houses and chacras, 
and calculate how the community will expand during the 20-year period,” he said, 
referring to both population and community infrastructure development. “The entire 
territory will not go under conservation. If a community needs wood, they can take 
it from areas that are not under conservation. It’s just another way to organize the 
territory,” he said. 

Lascano also added, “Many organizations that are members were already 
conserving land before Socio Bosque, usually because of sacred forest areas. 
Before Socio Bosque, they had already decided not to touch these areas.”

The Ministry of Environment also said that fears about the government becoming 
owners of conservation areas after the 20-year period are false rumors. 
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But perhaps the most divisive aspect of the Socio Bosque program is that it does 
not offer protection from mining or petroleum activities. 

This is a big concern amongst Amazonian nationalities and peoples; particularly 
because a new series of oil exploration, known as the “11th Round,” is being 
developed in the central and southern Amazonian region that offers oil companies 
the chance to bid for explorations in 21 oil blocks that could potentially affect 
about 8,220,000 acres of ancestral Indigenous lands.

Though leaders from the Indigenous Achuar, Kichwa, Shiwiar, Shuar, Waorani and 
Sápara nationalities have rejected these plans, Ecuador legal secretary Alexis Mera 
said that the state has no intention of calling off the 11th Round. Bidding is set to 
begin in October 2012. As a result, the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities 
of the Ecuadorean Amazon, CONFENIAE, has announced that it is in “a state of 
permanent alert.”

Gloria fears that the Socio Bosque program will not safeguard Sápara territory 
from being swallowed up by the new oil round. 

During the January 2011 meeting with the CONFENAIE, Lascano admitted that, 
“this theme is polarizing. The sub surface resources belong to the state, as 
stated in the Constitution. If we do not agree with this, there would have to be a 
constitutional amendment [to grant sub surface rights to indigenous communities] 
and we will have to fight,” he said.

“The theme of petroleum and mines are part of a constitutional question,” 
Lascano said. “They are strategic resources of the state and whether there can be 
exploitation in areas of Socio Bosque, that is in the Constitution and this program 
is not above the Constitution.”

“We are conversing with the mining and petroleum ministries about how 
there could be an intervention in these sites without affecting the areas under 
conservation or at risk,” Lascano said. “We are looking for alternatives. It’s not 
too clear yet, but we will continue to try to win territory.” Lascano added, “its a 
process.”

CoNSERvATIoN IN AN
ExTRACTIoN-BASED ECoNoMy



Gloria has dedicated herself to learning about Socio Bosque and the 11th Round 
because these plans will directly impact her territory. In addition, Gloria and other 
indigenous leaders are scrambling to stay well versed on another incentive-based 
conservation program: REDD+ (Reduced Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation). Ecuador intends to implement the UN REDD Programme in 2013. 

At the COP 17 in Durban, Gloria met Simone Lovera, the co-founder and 
managing coordinator of the Global Forest Coalition, an alliance of NGOs and 
indigenous peoples’ organizations. In March 2012, a meeting brought Lovera to 
Quito and she used the trip as an opportunity to reconnect with Gloria. Lovera 
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was beginning an investigation on the origins of REDD+, so she shared some of her 
findings.

“[In the early 2000’s] Costa Rica already had its own form of payment for 
environmental services and they were dead-strapped for money,” Lovera said. 
“They didn’t have enough money to finance it. They had World Bank loans, but 
basically there were spending all of their time looking for funding. So they were one 
of the former initiators of that, together with Papua New Guinea.”

Lovera continued by stating that Papua New Guinea’s prime minister had an 
advisor who was a US-educated economist, and “who very much believed in these 
kinds of economic models. So he convinced the prime minister to go for these 
proposals formally.”

In 2005, Costa Rica and Papua New Guinea formed the Coalition for Rainforest 
Nations (CfRN), and presented the prototype, “Reducing emissions from 
deforestation in developing countries: approaches to stimulate action,” at the 
COP11 in Montreal.

The idea was to reduce the carbon emissions that are caused by deforestation 
and man-made land damage (or degradation). The program would pay developing 
countries to not cut their forests in order to avoid releasing tons of ozone-eating 
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere; therefore slowing climate change. 

The idea percolated in international workshops and climate change discussions 
until it resurfaced at the COP 13 in the Bali Action Plan of December 2007.  REDD 
appeared in text in the action plan that appealed for, “policy approaches and 
positive incentives on issues relating to reducing emissions from deforestation and 
forest degradation in developing countries [REDD].”

While the concept caught on, it was heavily criticized during the subsequent COP 
conferences in Poznan and Copenhagen, respectively, for its lack of clear inclusion 
of forest nations and peoples. 

Critics also brought up a potential problem called “leakage.” Leakage happens 
when one forest is protected, only for forest destroyers to move their activities to 
another region or country.
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During the COP 16, which was held in Cancun in 2010, UNFCCC members agreed 
to develop a REDD+ strategy. The plus sign was tacked on to represent rewarding 
activities that promote forests’ abilities to store carbon. These types of activities 
include reforestation and aforestation, or planting trees where they never grew 
before. The plus also refers to reducing poverty through REDD-based incentives. 

The Cancun Agreement also included the following “safeguards” in an annex:

     “Transparent and effective national forest governance structures, taking into    
     account national legislation and sovereignty”;

     “Respect for the knowledge and rights of indigenous peoples and members of            
     local communities, by taking into account relevant international obligations,         
     national circumstances and laws, and noting that the United Nations General                    
     Assembly has adopted the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of       
     Indigenous Peoples”;

     “The full and effective participation of relevant stakeholders, in particular,     
     indigenous peoples and local communities”;

     “Actions are consistent with the conservation of natural forests and biological   
     diversity [actions] used to incentives the protection and conservation of   
     natural forests and their ecosystem services, and to enhance other social and  
     environmental benefits.”

Although the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was cited, 
Indigenous Peoples’ right to free, prior, and informed consent was not explicitly 
included in Cancun Agreement

The “plus” symbol that was added to the REDD scheme further antagonized the 
program’s skeptics. Some feared that “enhancement of forest carbon stocks” 
would encourage forest nations to transform native vegetation into industrial tree 
plantations. Although plantations could have higher carbon storage potential, 
significantly altering the land would destroy the natural ecosystem.

Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment discussed the impact of the safeguards 
during the January 2011 CONFENIAE workshop. The MAE said that under these 
safeguards, native forests could not be removed and replaced with exotic species 
plantations in “reforestation” efforts. 

23



24

Today, REDD+ remains as enigmatic as it does controversial. Members of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, UNFCCC, have yet to 
reach a consensus on how a global REDD+ program should be implemented and 
financed. 

Furthermore, REDD+ cannot be formally implemented until the Kyoto Protocol 
expires in 2013. In the meantime, many countries, such as Ecuador, are mixing their 
own shades of REDD by developing pilot projects. 
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After learning about how REDD+ was developed at the international level, Gloria 
and the Association of Sápara Women pursued information about how plans for 
REDD+ began in Ecuador, how the program would be implemented, and how it 
would affect indigenous communities.  

“Ecuador’s government has made commitments within our national plan to 
protect environmental services, and that includes Socio Bosque. We also thought 
about other alternatives,” said Carola Borja, undersecretary for climate change in 
Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment. “Exactly in 2009, mitigating climate change was 
declared policy in a presidential decree. So, using that as a basis, we declared our 
intentions to begin preparing for REDD+ in the country.”

Three separate REDD schemes have developed out of the international 
negotiations. These mechanisms include the UN-REDD Programme, the Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility, FCPF, and Forest Investment Program, FIP. The FCPF 
and FIP are both led by the World Bank. 

The Word Bank mechanisms were designed with the intent to develop carbon 
markets. Their programs focus more specifically on investment programs and 
generating public and private financing for REDD+. The World Bank REDD 
plans also focus on developing forest policies. According to the United Nations 
Development Program, UNDP, the UN-REDD Programme differs from the World 
Bank mechanisms because it focuses more heavily on using incentives for poverty 
reduction and other social issues. 

Ecuador has had a tumultuous history with the World Bank and International 
Monetary Fund; especially after the Andean nation declared that it’s $10 billion 
foreign debt was illegitimate in 2008 and defaulted. Therefore, the UN-REDD 
Programme was the more viable option for becoming accepted into a REDD 
mechanism. 

Ecuador was accepted as an “observer country” in the United Nations Program for 
REDD (UN-REDD) in October 2009. Ecuador’s National Joint Program, or plan for 
designing and implementing REDD+, was approved in October 2011 and Ecuador 
became a “beneficiary country.” This means that Ecuador is receiving assistance 
to develop monitoring, legal, and participation mechanisms. The UN-REDD 
program and German government development agencies provided $4 million to 
assist Ecuador develop a REDD+ plan.

PREPARING foR REDD+ 
IN ECuADoR



In Ecuador, the REDD planning is overseen by the United Nations Programme 
for Environment, UNEP, Food and Agriculture Organization, FAO, and the United 
Nations Programme for Development, UNDP. FAO is the leading agency.

Gabriel Jaramillo, program specialist in the area of energy, environment and 
disaster, and risk management for the UNDP described the process of working 
with the Ministry for Environment to design Ecuador’s NJP. 

 “To be honest, the initial part of the process was not as participatory as the 
UN would have liked it to be,” he said. “But during the process, more and more 
people were involved and the Ministry of Environment became more relaxed about 
the fact that the owners of the forest had to have a voice in how the program was 
designed. Eventually, I think the spaces and mechanisms that were established 
for participation were substantial, and other countries are now using them.”

Advances in Ecuador’s REDD+ developmental phase include monitoring and 
verification systems called the National Forest Inventory, which is being funded 
by Finland, and the Carbon Inventory. These systems are being designed by FAO, 
and are used to watch forest health, carbon sequestration, and also to analyze 
the drivers of deforestation. 

In terms of safeguards, Carola Borja, undersecretary for climate change, assured 
that any safeguards in the UN-REDD Programme would be included in any 
REDD+ national plan. 

“We are members of the UN-REDD program so we have committed ourselves to 
high standards of fulfilling safeguards,” Borja said. “The majority of the resources 
we have are being used to first distribute information about what REDD+ is, 
because not everyone understands the terminology of climate change.”

Gabriel Jaramillo also discussed free, prior, and informed consultation.

“In some cases there will be consent, and in others there will just be consultation 
according to the Ecuadorean Constitution,” Jaramillo said. “Now when you talk 
about REDD,” I don’t think this is going to be a big problem because its just a 
matter of the forest owners being consulted about wanting to have or not wanting 
to have the mechanisms in their territories. I’m sure that the government is not 
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willing to impose a program upon them. It’s voluntary.”

The question of whether REDD will provide a pathway to giving indigenous 
communities land titles, or whether or not untitled land can enter REDD, has not 
been decided in Ecuador. The Ministry of Environment is currently coordinating with 
the Ministry of Agriculture to develop how land tenure rights will be implemented. 
However, the legal frameworks are currently in development. 

After reflecting on the Sápara’s experience with Socio Bosque, Maria Ushigua, 
former director of women’s issues for the NASE, said that the Ministry of 
Environment and UN agencies should focus heavily on developing an inclusive 
consultation process with the communities. If REDD schemes cause conflicts within 
communities, the programs will not function efficiently. 



Gloria’s brother, Bartolo Ushigua, is an elected leader to the Confederation of 
Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador, CONAIE. The Sápara Nation’s contentious 
experience with Socio Bosque, has led him to think carefully about the CONAIE’s 
stance on REDD+.

The CONAIE represents the 14 indigenous nationalities and 18 peoples from 
the Amazon, highlands and coast of Ecuador. It is an autonomous organization, 
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and representatives from Ecuador’s indigenous communities elect its leaders. 
Although the CONAIE has suffered internal divisions throughout the 2000’s, it is still 
considered the country’s most powerful indigenous coalition.

“One of the CONAIE’s principles is no commercialization of the forests. If the 
states want to implement this REDD as a state policy, within that policy there has 
to be all of the collective rights of indigenous peoples, such as the right to self-
determination and self-governance. If the government does not want to recognize 
what the CONAIE proposes, we will not agree.”

It’s no surprise then that critics of the REDD+ program would consider shunning 
the CONAIE a direct violation of indigenous peoples’ rights to Free, Prior, and 
Informed Consent. Particularly because consulting with national level organizations 
is a safeguard that’s included in the UN-REDD Programme guidelines. 

According to Ushigua, there is a lack of transparency between the UN-REDD 
country coordinators and the CONAIE.

“The CONAIE has taken a position completely against REDD. In the last CONAIE 
congress where we named our steering council for 2011-2014, we wrote a letter 
to the United Nations and Ban Ki Moon, explaining the position of the indigenous 
peoples.”

In June 2011, the UN REDD program country coordinators invited the CONAIE 
delegates for a meeting to describe their concerns.

“We sat with the United Nations to explain how the CONFENAIE was participating 
in this [REDD+] process and how various recommendations were not taken into 
account.” Bartolo added, “[The UN] said that they had completed consultations 
based on free, prior, and informed consent and that the communities had accepted 
REDD, but it wasn’t like that. They never did any consultations on this topic. There 
have been informational workshops but never consultations. “

Because one of the UN REDD Programme safeguards is consulting with national 
level indigenous organizations, Ushigua asked, if the CONAIE is not included 
in the decision-making, does that mean that the UN is violating one of its own 
safeguards?



Gabriel Jaramillo said that while the CONAIE rejected REDD+, the program was 
approved by the CONFENIAE, the representative indigenous organization at the 
Amazonian level. The CONFENIAE is also a member of the CONAIE. 

“In this case, [the CONFENIAE] did not feel represented because the CONAIE 
had more Andean representation,” Jaramillo said. “The owners of the forests 
have insisted and have kept knocking on the UN and MAE’s door and have said, 
‘we want this, we want to explore this, but on our own terms and that’s being 
respected.”

It is also important to question who has been providing information to the 
CONFENIAE and how outside influences have affected the organization’s 
decision-making processes.

In recent years—NGOs, both for (Conservation International) and against 
(Acción Ecologica or Ecological Action) REDD—have held several workshops 
about compensation for conservation with the CONFENIAE and it’s member 
organizations. These organizations have the funding to bring various peoples and 
nationalities together from remote areas of the Ecuadorean Amazon. For many 
indigenous communities, traveling to the cities where workshops are often held 
require costly transportation by way of aircraft or canoe.

“We usually do not have enough resources to bring all of the nationalities together, 
so we often depend on outside sources for help,” Gloria said. “Sometimes the 
only time we can all meet is when an NGO coordinates an event, but sometimes 
NGOs influence decision-making.”

Rosario Ushigua, a resident of the Sápara community Llanchamacocha, repeated 
that it’s crucial to evaluate who is making the decision to consent to REDD.

“Are women, elders, and youth involved in making the decision, or is it just a few 
leaders who primarily live in the cities?” she asked.

“It’s based on a carbon market that simply doesn’t exist”

In addition, Gloria’s colleague Simone Lovera, described another challenge facing 
REDD+: at the international level, the ambiguity of funding sources also present 
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another challenge to REDD plans.

When delegates attended the COP17 in Durban in 2011, one thing they hoped to 
define was how the REDD+ mechanism would be funded. When the summit ended 
on December 9, many participants walked away disappointed. 

After hemming and hawing in Cancun, another year and COP had passed without a 
clear plan for financing REDD.

There are two potential routes for funding REDD+: either through compliancy 
carbon markets or voluntary carbon markets. A compliancy market is developed 
through national and multilateral agreements and is subject to government 
regulations. Voluntary markets are like independent markets, and currently face less 
regulations. Today, companies and individuals are purchasing carbon credits on 
voluntary markets from REDD-like programs, often for public relations purposes. 
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Lovera said some trading is occurring within pilot REDD programs across the 
globe. According to Lovera, the big profiteers are intermediaries, such as the 
conservation organizations. Intermediaries implement REDD programs on the 
ground by providing technical support such as monitoring and reporting carbon 
storage. Sometimes intermediaries earn 50% of the profits. In the voluntary 
markets, usually 10% to 40% of the profits go to the indigenous communities, an 
unfair deal considering that the indigenous communities have protected the forests, 
enabling such programs to exist.  

Problems with the voluntary markets include the phenomenon of carbon cowboys. 
Carbon cowboy is the term for business people eager to cash in on developing 
carbon-trading opportunities in a deregulated market. These folks often renegade 
through rainforest countries, contacting indigenous communities and persuading 
them to sign over their rights to the carbon stored in their territories. The 
communities might make a small profit, but the majority will go to the cowboy’s 
company, usually overseas. Cases of carbon cowboys have cropped up in several 
countries including Peru, Libya, and Papua New Guiana. 

As for a large, multilateral carbon market that’s hoped to fund the global REDD 
scheme, Lovera states that it does not exist.

“There’s this idea that $30 billion will be generated by this and its just nonsense. 
It’s based on a carbon market that simply does not exist and might never exist,” 
Lovera said. “Where does this funding come from? They were supposed to define 
it in Durban and they didn’t. Because of global economic crisis, governments said, 
‘oh, well we’re not going to fund this,’ so now there’s no market. 

Although the European Union is currently trading carbon, 97% of carbon trades are 
internal. The European Union also decided to exclude REDD from its trading until 
2020.

“There is a lot of pressure to reverse that decision [about REDD trading],” said 
Lovera, “but this is unlikely because one of their big concerns is an overflow of 
credits, which will crash the price.”

Because formal REDD finance and spending plans have yet to be determined, 
opportunities remain for stakeholders to contribute best practices and potentially 
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shape REDD policies.

“It’s not all bad if the money could be used for a review of land tenure in 
countries, which for example, is badly needed in Paraguay. That would be useful 
for indigenous peoples and that’s an indirect benefit to take into account.” Lovera 
said.  “People are trying to persuade governments that now that they have the 
readiness money, they better use it on something that lasts.” 

Perhaps the greatest challenge facing the implementation of REDD+ in Ecuador 
is the country’s unstable political environment. Because there is currently great 
distrust between many social sectors and the government, a government-led plan 
for reducing deforestation and carbon emissions may not be easily embraced.

Tensions increased this year during the Plurinational March for Life, Water, and 
Dignity of the People.  This demonstration was led by the CONAIE and began 
in southern Ecuador. On March 22, this demonstration brought 10,000 people 
together from the indigenous movement as well as participants from women’s 
rights, teachers, students, workers, campesino, and environmental organizations. 

The protest was primarily against a contract Ecuador signed with a Chinese-
owned transnational mining company to open the country’s first grand-scale, 
open pit copper mine in the in the Ecuadorian Amazon. Though the Correa 
administration planned counter-protests on March 22—and according to local 
news sources is even suspected to have paid citizens to participate in them—the 
government protests were far outnumbered by the Plurinational March. 

Distrust between indigenous organizations and the national government—
particularly at a time with the government is also engaged in extractive projects 
like the new round of oil exploration and open-pit copper mining—may present 
challenges to REDD+ becoming readily accepted.

At the same time, indigenous communities often complain that they do not receive 
enough information about these programs, and when they do, it’s presented in 
a very technical format. Lack of clear information is often the source of internal 
conflicts within indigenous communities about these programs.
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If unaddressed, these circumstances may create a catalyst for a launching a very 
unstable REDD+ program in Ecuador. Several questions will have to be examined 
in order to ensure the long-term success of any forest program that affects 
indigenous lands and territories. 

Meanwhile, back in Pastaza, Gloria is in her chacra, harvesting yucca with a 
machete. She pauses to wipe sweat from her brow, stands, and takes a look at 
her surroundings. She thinks about the internal divisions in the Sapura nation and 
about the threat of oil exploration that always seems to lurk at the boundaries of 
the territory.



She said that she is not sure if REDD is the solution forest nations are looking for 
because clear, concise information has not reached many communities. However, 
she is sure that the weather patterns are changing in the Amazon, affecting the 
yucca and other food supplies indigenous communities depend upon.  

She exhales. Everything seems so uncertain. She wonders what this territory will 
even look like in another 20 years.
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