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5 Overview: Violence and

insecurity in Ecuador have
escalated severely, driven by
criminal gangs that control drug trafficking
routes, arms smuggling, and other criminal
markets. These illegal economies threaten
the ecosystem of the Amazon, as well as the
livelihoods and rights of Indigenous and
rural communities.

Ecuador was once known as an "island of
peace", but between 2019 and 2023,
homicides increased by 574%, reaching a
rate of 47.25 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2023
— equivalent to 8,004 violent deaths
annually — positioning Ecuador as the most
dangerous country in Latin America. The
most affected have been children and
young people aged 0 to 19, with a 700%
increase in homicides, driven by the
recruitment and abduction by criminal

qgroups.

While coastal provinces have traditionally
been the most violent, homicide rates in the
Amazon region have, over the past two
years, exceeded the Latin American average.
Sucumbios recorded a murder rate of 48.74,
Orellana 29.6, and Pastaza 26.81. In the
central-southern Amazon, the situation is
even more dramatic. Between 2022 and
2023, homicides increased by 300% in
Zamora-Chinchipe, 275% in Morona
Santiago, and 233% in Pastaza, being the

regions with the biggest increases in
Ecuador.
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lllicit Gold Markets: In Ecuador, illegal gold
mining generated between $800 million
and $1 billion in 2022. Although the Central
Bank reported mineral exports worth $1.952
billion, much of this gold comes from illicit
operations due to institutional weakness
and a lack of traceability. Over 500 shell
companies have exported more than $500
million in illegal gold over the past three
years, primarily to the U.S., Switzerland, the
United Arab Emirates, and India.

Between 2019 and 2024, there were 1,519
reports of illegal mining activities, with
43.45% of them concentrated in Amazonian
provinces. In the Ecuadorian Amazon,
approximately 57% of the geographic area is
occupied by 640 Indigenous territories,
which play a key role in environmental
protection. The expansion of mining is
putting increasing pressure on these lands.
Nearly half (46.7%) of the mining detected in
the region occurs within Indigenous
territories, expanding from less than 1,000
hectares in 2015 to 3,500 hectares in 2021 - a
325% increase due to the illegal gold mining
boom.
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lllegal gold mining has become the most
influential criminal activity in Ecuador’s
Amazon region. Criminal organizations
reinvest profits from drug trafficking into
this activity, driven by the high profitability
of illicit gold, leading to territorial control
disputes. This dynamic not only increases
levels of violence, extortion, recruitment,
and contract Killings but also facilitates the
expansion of other illegal markets, such as
the clandestine trafficking of mercury, arms,
and drugs, strengthening the criminal
groups that control mining enclaves.

Territorial and Socio-environmental
Impacts of lllegal Gold Markets: Between
2015 and 2021, 7,495 hectares of rainforest
were lost in the provinces of Napo, Orellana,
Zamora Chinchipe, and Morona Santiago
due to illegal mining, contributing to a 300%
increase in deforestation.

Water Contamination: In Napo province,
illegal miners have deforested 832 hectares
since 2017, contaminating rivers with heavy
metals such as copper, iron, lead, and
mercury, affecting the health and
livelihoods of Indigenous communities.

Criminal Control Over Mining: Groups like
Los Lobos and Los Choneros, in alliance with
FARC dissidents from Colombia, control
illegal mining concessions, extorting miners
and managing the illicit gold trade.

Violence and Criminalization Against
Indigenous Defenders: Illegal mining and
extractive interests have intensified the
criminalization of and targeted violence
against Indigenous defenders. The 2023
assassination of Eduardo Mendua, a Cofan
leader opposing oil operations, exemplifies

the use of contract killings to resolve
conflicts.

Militarization and Repression: Government
policies of militarization have increased
violence in Indigenous communities,
deepening community fragmentation and
weakening their resistance to extractive
projects and criminality.

Severe Socio-environmental Implications:
lllegal mining has deteriorated the social
cohesion and organizational dynamics of
Amazonian communities, eroding their
identity and threatening their cultural and
physical survival.

Conclusions: The Ecuadorian government
has failed to control illegal gold markets,
leading to environmental destruction and
the weakening of indigenous,
Afro-Ecuadorian, and traditional Amazonian
communities. It is imperative that the U.S.
government and multilateral organizations
focused on security, economic
development, and human rights, which
provide financial and technical support to
Ecuador, develop monitoring mechanisms
and comprehensive strategies to address
the root causes of violence, protect the
collective rights of affected communities,
ensure the sustainability of the Amazon,
and eliminate impunity for environmental
crimes.
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Recommendations

-> Institutional Strengthening: Provide

technical support to strengthen the
government's capacities in addressing
organized crime and illicit gold markets,
particularly the Financial and Economic
Analysis Unit (UAFE), the Ministry of
Environment, Water, and Ecological
Transition, and the Attorney General's
Office to combat corruption, money
laundering, and environmental crimes
associated with illegal mining, ensuring
traceability of natural resources.

Declare the Amazon in Emergency:
Promote the implementation of
mMeasures to protect biodiversity and halt
deforestation, regulating supply chains,
and combating illicit economies through
international cooperation.

Active Community Participation:
Encourage the Ecuadorian government
to involve civil society, Indigenous
Peoples, and local communities in the
creation and evaluation of security
policies, guaranteeing their rights to
association and protest.

Indigenous Territorial Protection:
Support programs to strengthen the
security of Indigenous communities
against illegal activities, recognizing their
governance and coordinating operations
with their organizational structures.
Development of Alternative
Economies: Foster sustainable
economies in Indigenous territories
through local entrepreneurship and
respecting their organizational
structures, with an intercultural and
gender approach.

Protection of Human Rights Defenders:
Promote the creation of government
protection mechanisms for human
rights and environmental defenders,
ensuring their funding and adopting an
intercultural and community-based
approach.

Support for Journalism: Advocate for
adopting measures that guarantee the
protection of journalists investigating
organized crime and ensure access to
information and government
transparency.

Regional Integration and International
Cooperation: Promote cooperation
between Ecuador, Colombia, and Peru to
control illicit trafficking and support
regional processes such as Colombia’s
"Total Peace," with a focus on security
and environmental diplomacy.
International Monitoring of the AICHR:
Support international organizations in
monitoring the human rights situation
and promoting the implementation of
holistic and intercultural security
policies. Conduct dedicated research and
sessions on the impacts of organized
crime in the Amazon, focusing on
human rights and the livelihoods of
indigenous communities.
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