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Abstract
This thesis is based on a multisited fieldwork in Ecuador, January-June 2011. Ecuador is
preparing for REDD, a UN- project to reduce emissions from deforestation, but already conducts
forest conservation in many places through PSB. These programs may have a major impact on
the target groups, who are often indigenous peoples. The focus is on the dilemmas taking place in
the nexus between the people of the rainforest and the people from the outside promoting
conservation of the rainforest. Experiences from two different indigenous villages, one Secoya
and one Shuar in the Amazon, tell a story of suppression, social change, unstable relationships
and discrimination, but also glimpses of hope, strategic actions and choices coming from agency
and empowerment. In the process of participation in such projects they are faced with problems
of limited information, hastily made decisions and conflicting interests and opinions among the
villagers. The money they will receive by joining is a great temptation, but the restrictions in selfdetermination of land-use implied have consequences. A comparative analysis of the two
communities may shed some light on why the Shuar chose to participate in PSB, while the
Secoya declined. Furthermore, the discourses concerning conservation, development and
indigenous peoples, by the myriad of actors, such as environmental NGOs, indigenous
organizations, the state and the UN, involved in the implementations, or as critical observers, is
of vital relevance in this context.

v

vi

Acknowledgements
I am grateful towards the people who welcomed me into their homes and lives in Ecuador, I hope
I do justice to you, as well as the other people I met who helped and trusted me. I would also like
to thank my tutor, Signe Howell, for the possibility to participate in the REDD project, and the
guidance and feedback she has offered throughout the process. Furthermore, I am grateful
towards the other participants in the CUBI projects and the students in the REDD student
network, for sharing ideas and insights. Thank you, Christian Sørhaug, for insightful comments
and encouragement towards the end. A special thanks is directed to Glenn, for everything. Vendy
too deserves to be mentioned, for being the perfect wailing wall. Thank you, to my fellow
students for many memorable moments at the 6th floor, all other loving friends and family, and
my wonderful, patient boyfriend Daniel. Last, but not least, I owe a special thanks to my mom
and dad, Anita and Jon, for having opened my eyes to the whole world and all its wonders. You
have always been there for me, believed in me and read page after page with enthusiasm and
patience (and a critical eye on spelling mistakes).

Monica

vii

Acronyms
COICA Coordinadora de las Organizaciones Indígenas de la Cuenca Amazónica (Coordinating
Body of Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon Basin)

CONAIE Confederación de las Nacionalidades Indígenas del Ecuador (Indigenous Peoples’
Organization of Ecuador)

CONFENIAE Confederación de Nacionalidades Indígenas de la Amazonía Ecuatoriana
(Indigenous Peoples’ Organization of the Ecuadorian Amazon)

FPIC Free, Prior and Informed Consent

MAE Ministerio del Ambiente de Ecuador (Ministry of the environment of Ecuador)

NGO Non-Governmental Organization

PSB Programa Socio Bosque (Forest Partner Program in Ecuador)

REDD Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and forest Degradation

RPFC La Reserva de Producción Faunística Cuyabeno (the Cuyabeno reserve for the production
of Wildlife)

UNDRIP United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

viii

Table of contents

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
THESIS BACKGROUND
RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS
ANALYTICAL PERSPECTIVES
METHODOLOGY
PROBLEMS IN THE FIELD
THE BREAKING OF AN AGREEMENT
THE SEARCH FOR A NEW ORGANIZATION
FINALLY, IN THE FIELD
AN AMPUTATED FIELDTRIP AND HEALTH PROBLEMS
AN UNFORTUNATE EVENT
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

1
1
2
3
6
7
7
8
9
10
10
12

CHAPTER 2. HISTORY AND PRESENTATION OF THE MAIN TOPICS

13

NATIONAL GEOGRAPHY AND THE PEOPLE
A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE AND EXPLOITATION
THE AMAZON- IN NUMBERS AND ETHNOGRAPHY
SUCUMBÍOS AND THE CUYABENO RESERVE
POLITICS
BUEN VIVIR
QUIEN AME LA VIDA, PROTEGE LOS BOSQUES: PROGRAMA SOCIO BOSQUE
REDUCING EMISSIONS FROM DEFORESTATION AND FOREST DEGRADATION
CRITICISM
FREE, PRIOR AND INFORMED CONSENT (FPIC)
THE NGOS

13
14
14
15
16
17
19
22
23
23
24

CHAPTER 3. SECOYA REMOLINO – DISTINCTIVENESS AND DIVERSITY

25

PRESENTING REMOLINO: FIRST IMPRESSIONS
THE FAMILY
HISTORY AND ORIGIN: MISSIONS, RUBBER AND OIL
FLEXIBILITY AND RESISTANCE
CHANGES IN GOVERNMENT- LOCALLY AND REGIONALLY
“ACCULTURATION” OR INTENDED STRATEGIES?
VILLAGE STATUS: FUSION BETWEEN TRADITIONAL AND MODERN
CASSAVA BREADS, DRYING IN THE SUN. PHOTO: PRIVATE
LAND USE AND FUTURE REALITIES: WHAT TO DO?
ECO-TOURISM
OTHER ALTERNATIVES
LANGUAGE AND GENDER INEQUALITY
THE SECOYA HERITAGE
ALEJANDRO’S STORY
KNOWLEDGE AND THE FUTURE
MONEY AND VALUES
CONCLUDING REMARKS

25
27
28
30
31
33
35
38
39
39
41
42
42
43
46
47
49

ix

CHAPTER 4. SHUAR CHARAP- PSB, TRADITION AND MODERNITY

51

PRESENTATION OF CHARAP
A “CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION”
GREAT EFFORTS - SMALL REWARDS
THE MULTIPLE SHUAR IDENTITIES
CHANGES IN SHUAR PRACTICES AND LANGUAGE
FOOD AND TERRITORY
THE MISSIONS
AGENCY AND INTERESTS AMONG THE ACTORS
WHOSE VOICES ARE BEING HEARD?
VALUE SYSTEMS AND THE QUESTION OF POWER
SMALL PLACES- BIG PROBLEMS
SOCIALITY
DISCRIMINATION
CONCLUDING REMARKS

51
54
54
55
58
59
61
62
65
66
67
69
70
73

CHAPTER 5. A FUTURE FOR REDD AND PSB?

75

UNSTABLE RELATIONSHIPS
DIFFERING VIEWS
ANALYSIS OF DISCOURSES
THE POWER OF DEFINITION IN THE CONTEXT OF DISCOURSE
LOCAL POWER STRUGGLES
THE CONSERVATION AS DEVELOPMENT (AND VISA VERSA) DISCOURSE
THE UN-DISCOURSE ON CONSERVATION
THE DISCOURSE OF THE MAE: BRIDGING CONSERVATION AND POVERTY ALLEVIATION
THE LOCAL DISCOURSES
DREAMS AND DISILLUSIONS
THE NGOS PRESENTATION OF CONSERVATION
COICA
THE DIFFICULT MEDIATOR POSITION
A TRIP DOWN THE RIVER
ROLES AND INTEREST
CONCLUDING REMARKS

75
76
77
78
80
81
82
85
88
89
91
94
95
96
99
101

CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION

103

BIBLIOGRAPHY

105

LINKS TO THE INTERNET:

113

x

Chapter 1. Introduction
Thesis background
“During 2007, the debate on climate change shifted to a wide awareness that climate change is an
ethical and moral imperative that must be negotiated within a global framework to transform
rhetoric into commitments and results” (Puntenney, 2009: 311).
In recent years climate change has started to stand out as our most urgent and comprehensive
challenge. The changes are taking place all over the world and come in different shapes and
versions, and the responsibility has to be taken transnationally. Water levels and temperature are
rising, the poles are melting, natural disasters have come to be a frequent happening, and forests
are cut down leading to loss in biodiversity, soil eruption and carbon emission. In this reality a
plethora of initiatives, meant to face our human created environmental crisis, have been
proposed, on international, national and local levels. One of the major international responses to
save the world’s rainforests has been the REDD (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and
forest Degradation) -mechanism initiated by the UN, and fuelled by Norwegian billions. The
REDD-policy is steadily gaining ground in developing nations with forest across the world.
Ecuador signed its UN-REDD National Program document on 28 October 2011, and is getting
ready for implementation. However, Ecuador’s commitment to environmental protection includes
several other plans of action. In 2008 “Programa Socio Bosque” (PSB; The Forest Partner
Program) was launched as a solution to both forest conservation and poverty alleviation, through
direct incentives given to voluntary landowners who agree to protect a certain amount of their
territory. PSB is supposed to be integrated in the REDD program eventually. Indigenous
communities are often prime targets for these kinds of projects, as many indigenous peoples are
in possession of extensive forest areas and have a legacy as forest guardians in the first place.
This intertwining between international and national strategies and local realities, and the great
scope of actors involved, entails both challenges and hope for the future. Two indigenous
communities, one Secoya and one Shuar, of the northeast Ecuadorian Amazon has been asked to

participate in PSB. The Shuar village signed the contract, while the Secoya village declined, but
agreed to consider a REDD pilot project.

Research questions and structure of the thesis
My research questions will, in light of the above-mentioned situation, focus on different aspects
of the preparation for, and implementation of, the respective conservation programs. The
investigation will also encompass some of the ways in which; history, culture-specific aspects
and local factors can affect the process. Fieldwork from the Secoya and Shuar villages provides
insights and comparative understandings in this respect.

1)

What is the purpose of forest conservation projects like the REDD mechanism and the
Ecuadorian Socio Bosque Program and how are they interpreted and enacted at the
different levels?

2)

How are the projects implemented in small forest societies?

3)

How is the complex set of relationships between actors, such as the state, environmental
NGOs, indigenous organizations, missionaries and the Shuar and Secoya, involved in
the conservation programs. And how does the process influence the actors in return?

The dissertation is divided into five chapters. Chapter One gives an account of my
methodological approach in the field, analytical perspectives, problems I encountered throughout
the fieldwork and ethical considerations I was faced with. Chapter Two gives an insight into
Ecuador, with emphasis on important aspects such as history and politics, as well as an
introduction of the Amazon region and relevant ethnography from the area. It also includes a
review of the conservation programs, REDD and PSB, that is crucial for the further analysis, as
well as a brief introduction of Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC), and the main NGOs
who are concerned with the programs. In Chapter Three the Secoya village Remolino is
presented, where I spent approximately four weeks. My argument throughout the chapter is how
their sense of agency and historical ability to adapt, affect their choices concerning the proposed
various projects and therefore also their possible future. Chapter Four examines the Shuar of
Charap, whom I stayed with for almost two weeks, and their scheduled participation in PSB. It
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focuses on the various changes they have been experiencing and how they gradually have
become more important actors in this process, as well as the internal differences within the
village. Chapter Five is the last and most comprehensive of the main chapters. An extensive part
is devoted to an analysis of different discourses, created and used by the United Nations, the
Ministry of Environment Ecuador, different NGOs, indigenous organizations and my local
informants. Further, the general ambition of the chapter is to illustrate how all these actors engage
in the negotiations depending on their own conception, agency, and power, supported by the
findings dealt with throughout the previous chapters.

Analytical perspectives
Anthropology has become increasingly concerned with questions connected to climate change,
especially in relation to cultural implications and the involvement of indigenous peoples. “For
indigenous peoples around the world, climate change brings different kinds of risks and
opportunities, threatens cultural survival and undermines indigenous human rights (Crate and
Nuttall, 2009:12). My fieldwork from Ecuador and following analysis of the ways these
Amazonian villages are entangled in the intricate web of policies and politics related to climate
change, could be seen as a contribution to this debate.

By drawing on literature on discourse theory, I seek to depict the ways various actors picture and
communicate how they perceive the contemporary situation of climate-related problems, and
their efforts to meet them. The pioneer of discourse analysis is Focault, but scholars from diverse
disciplines have embraced and used it as a broad analytical approach. Dryzek uses the discourse
approach to make sense of environmental problems found at the complex intersection of
ecosystems and human social systems (Dryzek, 2005:9). The approach allows an investigation of
actors, context and content (Svarstad, 2005) as well as an understanding of power and how power
is expressed (Kalland; 2009, Jørgensen and Phillips; 2008). Hitching and Veum (2011) describe it
at as method concerned with epistemological questions and emphasize the analysis of not only
language and text, but also of other modalities in the creation of meaning. Based on this
theoretical background I aspire to shed some light on the ways local people perceive their lives,
challenges and position, and also how they envisage possibilities for the future. I also take a look
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at how the UN, the Ecuadorian government, environmental NGOs and indigenous organizations
promote their stance on conservation activities, and in various degrees connect it to development.
Connected to this is also the notion of agency, which is a central underlying factor, related to
power, decision-making, interests and strategies. Agency is used broadly as the capacity of an
agent to act in the world. The Dictionary of anthropology defines agency as “the capacity of
human beings to affect their own life chances and those of others and to play a role in the
formation of the social realities in which they participate” (Barfield, 2009:4). Schroeder examines
indigenous peoples’ agency in relation to the invention of REDD, and how it makes them able to
set their own rules in the interactions between humans and their natural environment (Schroeder,
2010). Ortner links power and meaning, with reference to Geertz, Said and Focault, and claims
that agency is a piece of both (Ortner, 1999). “In the first context, agency (which can be
shorthanded as empowerment) is both a source and an effect of power, in the second (where it
underwrites “the actor’s point of view”), it is both a source and an effect of “culture”” (Ortner,
1999:147). All these definitions constitute a basis to understand how agency is of importance in
my investigation of different people and arenas, and they inform my interpretation.

Throughout Chapter Three I refer to Vickers who have studied the Secoya extensively. He argues
that the Secoya have proven to be very flexible and pliable, which is the reason for their cultural
continuity, despite of external influences (Vickers, 1989). He also opposes Salazar who finds the
adoption of a Western organizational model (among Shuar) to be part of an “acculturation”
process, but rather views it as a deliberate choice to protect land, resources and rights (Vickers,
2003). Krøjer has analyzed many of the Secoya’s stories and myths and claims that they find
themselves in constant danger of being deceived, based on their specific history, which have
produced a sense of uncertainty and strategies of cheating and trickery (Krøjer, 2003). I also
relate this to an article by Chernela who describes how the Awa acted in contradictory ways in
the process of creating a biosphere reserve in cooperation with the state. Chernela explains the
actions as a response to potential threats of their interests (Chernela, 1995). I believe these
findings could be applied to the ambivalent relations they have today with actors coming from
outside with offers of participation in numerous projects, like PSB and REDD. Anthropology has
traditionally been concerned with small-scale societies in remote parts of the world, and has
stressed the importance of recognizing the fluidity and flexibility that also mark these places.
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Following Chambers (1997), Novellino (2007), Merry (2006), Sponsel (1995) and West (2006), I
claim that culture should never be seen as static and constant, but is open for changes, often
consciously selected by the actors who form it. The adaption of a “Western” organizationalmodel could thus be seen as such a choice, like Ziegler-Otero argues in the case of the Huaorani
(Ziegler-Otero, 2004). Indigenous knowledge has been a central focus for many anthropologists,
especially in relation to climate change and conservation. Pottier, Bicker and Sillitoe (2003)
stress that knowledge, as culture, is constantly shaped and reshaped and I argue that the Secoya’s
entrance into eco-tourism might be an arena of mutual knowledge exchange.

Marie Perruchon states that the Shuar has a sense of “shuarness” that will remain, even though
other aspects of their society might change (Perruchon, 2003). She also use Focault’s notion of a
“regime of truth”, which the missionaries have tried to impose upon them. Considered my limited
time in the field, my perception nevertheless is, that the Shuar of Charap are beginning to create
other relationships of more importance. Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira and Lana (2007) discuss how
the concept of sustainable development has evolved to also include the defense of cultural
diversity. This argument provides a good starting point to discuss whether PSB and REDD could
be feasible measures in the local realities. Furthermore, Rival points out how indigenous
communities in Ecuador do not consider themselves as equal partners, rather as targets, in
partnerships created to conduct sustainable forest management with social development on the
agenda (Rival, 2007). The equation that has been put between conservation and development
might in many ways lead to further challenges for such programs. West is of the opinion that the
inclusion of the development discourse in the conservation rhetoric has made nature into
biological capital, what she calls a commodification of nature, and that this further has led to
many conflicts (West, 2006).

Escobar asks if conservation might be yet another way to reinforce coloniality (Escobar, 2008).
While REDD is meant to safeguard indigenous peoples’ interests, it still continue to impose
expert knowledge from the “west” upon the local people. Schroeder argues that the forum refrain
from giving agency to other actors than national government (Schroeder, 2010). These factors are
common denominators for some of the challenges that still persist in this field. Nevertheless,
critiques of both REDD and PSB are broadcasted widely and many times uncompromisingly.
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Kalland (2009) explains how a war-metaphor of an uneven fight can be used to create positive
and negative images of two actors in opposition to each other. This could be discussed as being a
part of the strategic production of a discourse, also used by environmental NGOs and indigenous
organizations. To round off I am going to highlight the difficult mediating position NGOs can
find themselves in while having to appease both government agencies and the local villagers in
the communities. Long has created the concept of social interface which he uses in what he calls
an interface analysis of modes of relations and interactions among actors, backed by different
resources and terms of power (Long, 1989). Furthermore, he explains how there will be both a
degree of common interest and a potential danger to generate conflicts in a meeting between two
parts (Long, 2004). This concept will be useful when I describe the interactions and negotiations I
witnessed, between people from the Ecuadorian Ministry of the Environment, the NGO
Fundación Natura and lowland Quechuas.

Methodology
My fieldwork could be called multi-sited (see Marcus, 1995) as it took place several places in
Ecuador. It was conducted between January and June, 2011, and constitutes the basis for the
analysis that follows. I have experiences from living in two small villages in the northwest
Amazonian region, as well as interaction with NGOs, representatives from the Ministry of
Environment Ecuador, and indigenous organizations. In the villages I tried to be a part of the
daily life as much as possible through participating observation. I had unstructured conversations
with different people, but I also conducted more formal interviews. My empirical findings are
based on these situations, mainly written down in detail in my field notes. Some of the interviews
were also taped.

Since my fieldwork, as will be explained below, unfortunately came up short, I did not manage to
get all the information required for a thorough and comprehensive analysis. It has therefore been
necessary for me to include other sources of information, which I have gathered from various
reports, pamphlets and webpages. I nevertheless believe that this approach provides the thesis
with a useful insight, through different perspectives.
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Problems in the field
I had to face quite a few problems during my fieldwork, some due to misunderstandings, others
to my inexperience as an anthropologist in the field, and again some of them to sheer misfortune,
or a mixture of them all. Since all of these problems made an unmistakable impact on my
fieldwork, I have chosen to account for them in a thorough way to consider how they have
affected myself, my informants, and therefore also much of my empirical basis. I will also use
what went wrong as an important source of information, and try to analyze this in a constructive,
and hopefully enlightening way.

The breaking of an agreement
When I first arrived in Quito, the capital, I carried out my plan to attend Spanish classes, to make
communication easier during my fieldwork. After a couple of weeks I sent an e-mail to an
organization called Fundación Pachamama (Mother Earth’s Foundation), which I had been mailcorresponding with the previous months, when I prepared for the fieldwork. Since Fundación
Pachamama was receiving financial support from the Rainforest Foundation Norway, I had asked
the latter if I could use them as a reference of my legitimacy and honest intentions, which I was
allowed. In the first mail I had introduced myself, and my plans for the project. I also asked for
their help to get in contact with a forest-community, and if possible, spend time at their office to
do some participating observation of their work. It turned out that a fellow student, Glenn
Håpnes, from the same master course at the University of Oslo, had contacted the exact same
organization, with an almost identical request. Due to this I received an e-mail where they asked
us to coordinate our projects and actions because we obviously wanted the same help and
support. We then decided to send a new e-mail, together this time, apologizing for the confusion
and asking them again to help us get in contact with two different villages. This time the reply
was positive and we were told to contact them on arrival.

After informing them I was in Quito I waited a while for the reply confirming that I was still
welcome. When it never came, Glenn and I decided to visit Fundación Pachamama at their office.
We were first mistaken for students wanting to participate in one of their volunteer programs, but
when we briefly explained our previous contact with the manager Maria Belén, we got a meeting
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with her assistant. She told us about REDD’s situation in Ecuador, and how there was nothing for
us to study, as it only existed at a theoretical and political level at the moment. We asked if there
were other similar projects we could investigate or if we could participate with the foundation at
workshops, but she said no. Then she said, casually, that the Rainforest Foundation Norway had
actually cut their monetary support to Pachamama this year. We were a bit taken aback and tried
to explain that we neither worked for them nor had any knowledge about this, but clearly this
became an awkward moment. I am not sure if this was decisive for the refusal of our request for
assistance, but it is conspicuous that we suddenly were rejected, after first having received only
positive response. After an hour she had to go back to work, and we were politely sent away with
some Pachamama pamphlets about REDD and PFIC, made to inform about and explain these
concepts to community leaders.

The search for a new organization
After this setback, we felt in a hurry to find another organization that could be of assistance, and
we started to search for other relevant nongovernmental organizations (NGO’s). I would also like
to emphasize that at this point it was natural to cooperate with Glenn, because we were both stuck
in the same uncertain situation and struggling with the same challenges. In retrospect I can see
both advantages and disadvantages with this decision, but at the time it felt like the only
reasonable solution. The plan was at the time only to coordinate our way into the jungle, and then
live separately in different villages, but this plan was also impaired. We ended up doing our
fieldwork partly together, as I will come back to later. This led to many unforeseen
consequences, and will be revealed in this text when I refer to places and situations I was in with
Glenn. I believe it is right to use personal pronouns like “us” and “we” when writing about what
we experienced together, to make this analysis as transparent and ethically justifiable as possible.

The search for the right NGO was a difficult and time-consuming task, as the number of
different actors in the sector of nature conservation and indigenous rights organizations are
overwhelming. It was also important for us that we chose one that would be widely recognized
and trustworthy. I was also nervous that the NGOs would find us as annoying and intrusive if we
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were too aggressive. After many un-replied requests, we decided to take the matter into our own
hands and go on personal visits, as it was proved futile to get in contact any other way.

This was how we came in contact with Miguel León, a project manager working for Fundación
Natura, who became our “gate keeper”, a person with the authority to grant access to the field and
people we wanted to study (see Fangen; 2004 and Thagaard; 2009) into the tropical forests of
Ecuador. I am not sure however, if we officially received the support of Fundación Natura, or if
people at the top level in the organization knew anything about the contact and support we got
from some of the employees. I still believe, though, that our actions are ethically justified,
because we never tried to conceal who we were, our reasons for being there and what we hoped
to accomplish. What the people we were in contact with decided to tell, or keep secret is neither
our responsibility nor something we could control or decide. I believe we both acted in good faith
all the way and I am very grateful for the help we received and the trust and belief these people
had in me.

Finally, in the field
When we met Miguel León at the office of Fundación Natura in Quito, he agreed to ask two of
the different villages in the Cuyabeno reserve, one Shuar- and one Secoya, if we would be
allowed to come and live with them for a while. We waited anxiously for their reply and thought
after I while, when he never called, that he had forgotten about us. A couple of weeks later he
finally came back from a trip into the reserve, and to our relief he told us we were welcome and
that we could accompany him when he was going back next week. Furthermore he said he would
come with us to make a formal introduction, but when we finally arrived in the town Tarapoa,
close to our final destinations, he suddenly had to attend meetings, and we were sent off by
ourselves. Miguel had told us a canoe at the shores of the river Aguarico would pick us up, but
nobody came and we had to ask some of the mestizo settlers if they could take us to one of the
villages. When we finally arrived in Secoya Remolino we moved in with a family who knew
Miguel León from Fundación Natura. We had a little over a week in the village where we started
to get to know some of the people and their daily routines, before we went on a trip down the
river.
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An amputated fieldtrip and health problems
We had an agreement to join Miguel on a visit to the Quechua village Sancudos the following
week. We would also have the opportunity to stop by the Shuar village; Charap, and ask if I
could stay there like I initially had planned, because Miguel had apparently forgotten to ask the
last time he was there. But this time too, plans were changed and Miguel did not make it.
However, we went with Antonio, another man from Fundación Natura, who we had met once
before, a business partner of theirs, and two rangers working for El Ministereo del Ambiente
(MAE; the Ecuadorian ministry of environment). This trip was also unfortunately shortened,
because we arrived in the middle of an internal village meeting, so instead of staying one week,
we only stayed one night. We stopped for a moment in Shuar Charap on the way back, but
nobody was home, so once more I had to wait for a new opportunity to ask for permission to stay.

A short time after this trip, both Glenn and I got sick, and after one week with no health
improvement, we were forced to return to Quito and visit the hospital. It took several weeks to
recover completely before I could return to the jungle.

An unfortunate event
When I once again returned to Cuyabeno I was determined to spend the time left of my fieldwork
by myself in the Shuar village, but again my plans were deferred. I first went to the Secoya
village, where Glenn already was, and after a week my pleas were finally heard. Two Secoya
men agreed to take me to Shuar village, Charap.

But once more I was pursued by misfortune. After a few days In Charap I experienced something
that came to have a great impact on me as a private person and an anthropologist, the people from
the village, Fundación Natura, the MAE and my further fieldwork. I had just come back from a
political referendum in Tarapoa, together with half the village, and was sitting outside my house
writing some field notes when a young man approached me. I had seen him talking with the
village president for a while, and the tone between them was light and friendly, so I presumed he
was from the village too and that they knew each other well. We started talking, and he told me
10

about himself and his job as a chef for an oil-company. I was pleased to have met such an open
and sharing person, who might become an important informant. In the evening I was getting
really tired because I had been awake since 4am, and I said I had to get some sleep. He asked me
to wait with him until the president got back to his house (which was next to mine), because he
needed to talk to him. When the president never returned I started to get impatient and repeated
that I needed to go to sleep and that we could meet again the next day for further conversation.
He still refused to leave and it turned into an argument where I insisted that he left. The situation
felt more and more threatening. I was desperate to get him out, and suddenly he grabbed my wrist
violently, lifted his right arm with the machete and told me to be quiet. I was terrified and asked
him not to hurt me. The threats and aggression increased and he started to slash at me with the
machete, I tried to protect myself, and three fingers on my left hand got cut. I reacted
instinctively and ran away as fast as I could, screaming for help. After some confusing minutes
where I was unsure what to do, if he was after me, or if the people next door were home and
could help me, they finally opened up and tried to understand what was going on. The rest of the
night I slept in their house while the President tried to track the man down and when he could not
find him, he went looking for gasoline for the canoe, so I could go to the hospital in the morning.
The next day we picked up Glenn in the Secoya village and together we travelled to Lago Agrio,
the nearest city with a hospital, where I got my fingers stitched up. After two days when I
consulted with my supervisor, my parents and Glenn, I decided to try to return to the village. I did
not want this guy to ruin my investigation or make me scared. I am glad I made the decision to go
back, even though it was a bit careless, as the attacker was never caught. As will become clear,
this incident influenced all my further interaction with the villagers, and our conversations. It also
dragged me into what I believe is a web of intricate relationships and alliances. After some time I
had to go back to the hospital for further treatment of injuries. During this period I had second
thoughts about returning once more, and in the end I reached the conclusion that I did not feel
safe enough to prolong my stay in the village. I had become insecure about who my friends were
and if I could trust anyone at all. I decided to go back to Quito and try to get in touch with NGOs
and finish my fieldwork in an office or two. After three more weeks of intensive mailing and
phone-calls with no positive responses I felt everything I did was futile, and I was getting tired,
depressed and homesick, so I changed my tickets and returned home two and a half weeks before
schedule.
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The effect of this was less experience from the field, and it made it difficult for me to collect all
the information I wanted, as well as it reduced my chances to discover contradictions and hidden
patterns, that often only become visible after a while. Consequently I have had to depend more on
written sources and secondary literature in my investigations.

Ethical considerations
One of the ethical problematic situations I encountered in the field, was to come as a relatively
wealthy, white girl from the North, to their reality as marginalized and poor. I was reluctant to
“pay my way” into their lives, but at the same time I felt it was important to give something back
and contribute in one way or another. Glenn and I tried to solve this by bringing food supplies we
shared with our host family. I did the same thing in the Shuar village, but the poverty there was
more striking. When they proposed I could pay for a performance they wanted to give, I decided
that it could be a good and subtle way to pay them for their hospitality. I also planned to propose
helping out at the elementary school, but unfortunately I never got to realize this because I had to
leave.

After I got back and started to write I was very uncertain about whether I should anonymize the
places and people or not. It was a difficult decision to make because I do not want to put any of
my informants in a difficult or revealing position, at the same time as it is almost impossible to
keep, especially the places, secret for those who know the area. I also have had to consider the
fact that information about the context, for instance their ethnicity, is crucial to understand my
findings and analysis. Therefore I chose in the end to only partly anonymize the people I have
been in contact with, by changing some of the names.
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Chapter 2. History and presentation of the main topics
National geography and the people
Ecuador is located on the Pacific coast of South America, at the middle of equator, with borders
to Colombia in the north and Peru in the south and east. It can be parted roughly into three
different types of landscapes, consisting of «la Sierra» (the mountains), «la Costa» (the coast) and
«el Oriente» (the lowlands and Amazon), in addition to the famous Galápagos Islands (Gerlach,
2003:1). The country has been called, and still calls itself «the Amazonian country», and the
rainforest continues to occupy nearly half of its area, even though the deforestation rate is one of
the highest in South America. The biological diversity of the Amazonian areas is high, in some
places the highest in the world, and through that, irreplaceable. Vulnerable too, are the “páramos”
(grasslands) in the mountains, and the mangrove forests, threatened by scampi-farms, at the coast.

Ecuador is also populated with a great diversity of people, but “efforts to identify and count on
racial basis are both approximate and controversial” (Gerlach, 2003:7). They are therefore
commonly divided into mestizos (of mixed European and American Indian ancestry), indigenous
people and Afro Ecuadorians. The indigenous nationalities living in Ecuador are numerous, and
inhabit parts of all the three main geographical regions. Only in the Ecuadorian Amazon there
are, at least seven different indigenous nationalities. The Shuar and Secoya, who will be
presented here, are two of those. The Shuar belongs to the Jívaroan language-speaking group,
which also includes the Achuar and Aguaruna (Århem, 2004:324), and commonly call their
language “Shuar”. Originally they lived scattered around in the lowest provinces of the Amazon,
but today Shuar communities are found throughout the Amazon. They early became infamous
because of a praxis where they decapitated their enemies, shrunk their heads and wore it around
the neck. They have therefore been referred to as; “headskrinkers”. The Secoya are Paícocaspeakers, from the Tucanoan language family (Århem, 2004:324), and there are only a few living
in Ecuador today, though they count many more on the Peruvian side of the border. They share
language and many cultural aspects with the Siona who also live in this area.
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A history of violence and exploitation
The Inca Empire was in charge of this part of South America when the Spanish conquistadors
marched from the north around year 1526, and began their era of colonization (Gerlach,
2003:17). On May 24, 1822, almost 300 years later, Ecuador gained its independence after
Antonio José de Sucre defeated the Spanish Royalist forces and joined Simón Bolívar's Republic
of Gran Colombia with modern day Colombia and Venezuela, before it became the republic of
Ecuador in 1830 (http://ecuaworld.com/discover/historia.htm).

The colonial history is violent, and includes mass murders and slavery of the local people. No
more than a hundred years after the first European man put his foot in the Amazon basin; nine
tenths of the indigenous population had died from disease, looting or violence (Århem,
2004:324). The exploitative history of the Ecuadorian Oriente includes the rubber-boom, roughly
between 1870 and 1920, and in the last decades the extraction of oil. The local Indians have been
victimized and used as slaves in brutal practices related to all of these industries over the
centuries. During the rubber-boom a system of patronage was invented, where the Indians had to
work for a boss, and in return they were given pieces of cloths, some food or small payment.
Many were exploited, mistreated, tortured or even killed. Different groups of missionaries, such
as the Jesuits and the Salesians, have traveled the Amazon over the years, to convert its
“uncivilized” inhabitants to Christianity. They are very active to this date, and carry out a huge
influence in many places, as we will see. The national religion of Ecuador is Roman Catholicism,
but Evangelical Protestantism is increasing many places.

The Amazon- in numbers and ethnography
Even though the Ecuadorian Amazon covers nearly half of the country, it is but a small part of
the Amazon Basin that make up approximately 6 million square kilometers over nine countries.
17% of the Amazon has already suffered from deforestation, and the forest in Ecuador is now
disappearing faster than in any of the other countries. The biggest threats to the forests in Ecuador
are the oil industry, mining and logging (Rainforest Foundation Norway, Annual Report 2009).
The Ecuadorian Amazon is famous for its high biological diversity, “and counts with 18% of the
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world’s bird species, 18% of its orchids, 10% of its amphibians and 8% of its mammals”
(Mittermeier et al., cited in de Koning, Aguiñaga, Bravo et.al, 2011:533).

The ecological environment of the Amazon is roughly parted into two types: “varzea” are the
regularly flooded river valleys that make the soil very fertile, and the less fertile “terra firme” or
interfluvial forest, which make up the majority of the basin (Århem, 2004:326). However, there
are significant variations in the environmental resources between specific places inside these two
types (see Vickers, 1989). The development of the tropical forest culture in the interfluvial
rainforest areas has been, and to a certain degree still is, based on slash and burn or swidden
cultivation of mainly cassava (or yucca), in combination with hunting, fishing and gathering.
Since the access to larger game and fish fluctuates between the seasons, the villages and
settlements have been small, spread and mobile (Århem, 2004:326).

The ethnographic and anthropological discovery of the Amazon took place quite late, surprisingly
enough, and the “Handbook of South American Indians”, edited by Julian Steward, with several
co-writers, initiated the systematical and comparative study of South Americas Indian cultures in
1946 (Århem, 2004:320, see also Keesing and Strathern; 1998). He is also seen as a pioneer in
the field of cultural ecology, which concerns itself with human adaption, and investigates the
relationship between the environment, nutritional basis and social organization (Århem,
2004:320). Claude Leví-Strauss has further inspired the study of cultural organization and
systems- myths, rites and cosmology- in the Amazon basin, through his structuralist school of
anthropology (Århem, 2004:320).

Sucumbíos and the Cuyabeno Reserve
The part of Ecuadorian Amazon that will be in the focus of this dissertation is Sucumbíos, one of
the five Oriente provinces, with borders to Colombia in the north and Peru in the east. Originally
there were only four native cultures in this part; Cofán, Secoya, Siona and Amazonian Quechua,
but recently Shuar families moved here and formed their own communities on land legally
belonging to them. A huge part of Ecuadorian oil-extraction has taken place in Sucumbíos, and
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the main city Lago Agrio 1 is named the “Oil-capital”. However, there still exists a lot of native
forest, huge areas without infrastructure, and vast amounts of birds, mammals, turtles, butterflies,
plants, fish, anacondas and other creatures living in their natural habitat.

La Reserva de Producción Faunística Cuyabeno (RPFC; the Cuyabeno reserve for the production
of Wildlife) was established in 1979, as a part of The National System of Protected Areas in
Ecuador, but not without problems and complications. Ángel Zamarenda from CONFENIAE
informs about the importance of protecting the diverse and intricate ecosystems found here, but
also about the constant changes in policies and boundaries concerning the reserve, that have
created turmoil and uncertainties for the indigenous people living there. He tells a story of how
the indigenous peoples have been overrun again and again by “governments [that] care little for
their own written laws” (Zamarenda, 1998:78). The size of the reserve has changed several times
since its creation, for instance were 60,000 hectares removed in the 1980s for oil exploitation and
colonization (Zamarenda, 1998:69). Today the wildlife reserve is governed by the MAE and
occupies 603.380 hectares of tropical rainforest, whereof the majority is inhabited by the
indigenous nationalities in the area. It is supposed to be an overlapping between the patrimonial
land of the state and indigenous territories, but these two double, but legal, titles have created
conflicts (Ormaza and Bajaña).

Politics
Ecuador has a political history of instability, not as turbulent as many of the other countries in the
region, but still with several coup d'état and conflicts with neighboring countries. The last dispute
with Peru over territories was finally resolved in 1999. Rafael Correa, elected president of 2006,
from the socialist party “Alianza PAIS”, has launched what he calls: “La Revolución Ciudadana”
(the revolution of the citizens). This is the plan for a further development of Ecuador, meant to
improve, or even revolutionize, different aspects of peoples lives including; economy, health,
education and work against corruption, poverty and discrimination (Senplades, 2009a). Correa’s
popularity can be viewed in accordance with the wider socialistic upheaval throughout Latin
America in the recent years.
1

The official name has been changed to Nueva Loja, but Lago Agrio remains the commonly used name and is
therefore what I will refer to.
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In spite of the progressive changes, and the support he received from many indigenous
movements during the election campaigns, a growing malcontent and skepticism is rising, and
demonstrations, including roadblocks, have taken place frequently. A referendum was held in
May 2011, where people had to answer “yes” or “no” to 10 constitutional proposals, with topics
reaching from the prohibition of bullfighting, to the extension of time people can be held before
trial. Correa won (which means that the proposals will be executed), but with a much lower
margin than expected (Caselli, 2011).
A new constitution was written and ratified in 2008, and is the first one in the world to recognize
nature's rights. Article number 71 reads:

Nature, or Pacha Mama, where life is reproduced and occurs, has the right to integral respect for its
existence and for the maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary
processes (…) The State shall give incentives to natural persons and legal entities and to communities to
protect nature and to promote respect for all the elements comprising an ecosystem (Constitution, 2008:
Article 71).

Article 74 further gives:

Persons, communities, peoples, and nations shall have the right to benefit from the environment and the
natural wealth enabling them to enjoy the good way of living. Environmental services shall not be subject to
appropriation; their production, delivery, use and development shall be regulated by the State (Constitution,
2008: Article 74, emphasis added).

Article 74 has caused problems in the preparation of REDD, because it refuses the appropriation
of environmental services.

Buen Vivir
The constitution has adopted the Quechua concept of Sumak Kawsay, or Buen Vivir, and
elaborates the political interpretation of it in the current national development plan: “the National
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Plan for a Good Living”. Some of the goals in the national plan are; decreasing the ecological
footprint, reducing poverty with 20-25% in urban areas, and with 50% in rural areas by 2013, and
specifying policies to protect biodiversity and water sources (Senplades, 2009a).

I want to dig a little deeper into the concept of buen vivir, both the indigenous conception of it,
and the way it is expressed politically, because I believe it provides a useful example of a very
interesting dynamic taking place in Ecuador at the moment. The government is reaching out
towards the indigenous population, trying to establish a new relationship based on mutual respect
and co-operation. The question is if they are sincere enough in their efforts, so the politics can be
transferred into practice, and resonance in the wider population and society.

Buen vivir or the harmonic life is, in the original sense, a life philosophy based on indigenous
sentiments. To them, territory is the vital space where the past, present and future is united. Buen
vivir is therefore based on an eternal search for “la tierra prodigiosa” or “tierra sin mal” (the
marvelous land or the land without evil). This quest involves a deep sense of communion
between the person and environment, and of this emerge “conocimiento” (the knowledge) about
how individual and collective ethical behavior should govern the relations, use and management
of the environment. A way of living based on these principles and knowledge, permits a constant
renovation and recreation of the soils, the territory, and their lives. Within the framework of
permanent balance and dialogue between people, and the spiritual dimension of nature, it is
possible to avoid any disruption, such as contamination or depredation. All of this represents the
essence of buen vivir, based on the notions of equality, solidarity and social reciprocity. “No hay
buen vivir sin tierra sin mal. No hay tierra sin mal sin diálogo con el etorno” There is no good life
without the land without evil. There is no land without evil without dialog with the environment
(CONAIE in Ormaza and Bajaña)

The notion of buen vivir has also been transferred into politics, as I mentioned, and is referred to
explicitly several places in the new constitution. In Article 275 it is described as both the means
and- goal for a new development in Ecuador: “The development structure is the organized,
sustainable and dynamic group of economic, political, socio-cultural and environmental systems
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which underpin the achievement of the good way of living (sumak kawsay)” (Constitution, 2008:
Article 275). In Article 14, the environment and nature are also seen as crucial, both in itself and
for humans:
The right of the population to live in a healthy and ecologically balanced environment that guarantees
sustainability and the good way of living (sumak kawsay) is recognized. Environmental conservation, the
protection of ecosystems, biodiversity and the integrity of the country’s genetic assets, the prevention of
environmental damage, and the recovery of degraded natural spaces are declared matters of public interest
(Constitution, 2008: Article 14).

In “the National Plan for a Good Living” the reason for why buen vivir is the new form of
development is elaborated further, stressing the failures from the past that has led to current
crisis:

The prevalent concept of "development" is undergoing a profound crisis. In part this is only due to the
colonial perspective from which the concept is derived. But it is also a result of its failure throughout the
world. The present global crisis has demonstrated that it is impossible to maintain the current patterns of
accumulation. For the South, it has meant an extractivist and devastating path to development, with unequal
relations of power and trade with the North. Moreover the unlimited consumption patterns derived from this
model, is leading the entire planet to collapse, given that the biosphere is unable to ensure its capacity for
regeneration. It is essential, therefore, to promote new modes of production, consumption, and organization
of life and coexistence (Senplades, 2009b)

It is reasonable to ask whether the Quechua concept of Sumak Kawsay can be easily transformed
into a political concept of a good living at all, like the government tries to, because that would
imply a transfer of world views between different peoples that have a history of conflictual
relations. On the other hand, might the attempt be the right step towards a more just state that
includes and recognizes all of its residents.

Quien ame la vida, protege los bosques: Programa Socio Bosque
In this political context the government created the national initiative “Programa Socio Bosque”
(PSB; Forest Partner Program) in 2008, as a new effort to protect environment and nature. The
slogan “He who loves life, protects the forests” can be found on the Ministry of Environment’s
19

webpage (http://www.ambiente.gob.ec/?q=node/125). The program is designed to transfer a
direct monetary incentive to landowners who in turn agree to conserve and protect the agreed
upon ecosystems against destruction. PSB is supposed to bridge the gap between forest
conservation and poverty alleviation, through an agreement between equals. The contract binds
the participants, or partners, for 20 years, and the use of the protected area is severely restricted.
In addition to PSB, Socio Parámo has been created, to protect the grasslands of the highland,
where Ecuador’s drinkable water has its main source. The forest partners, meaning the
participants, can be private, individual landowners or, as the case is in huge parts of the Oriente,
either mestizo or indigenous communities. As of December 2011, 1563 contracts have been
signed, which accounts for 119,705.36 hectares. 143 of these stems from Sucumbiós, distributed
among 5166 beneficiaries. Even though there are individuals who have signed 94% of the total
agreements, they are only responsible of conserving 13% of the total amount of hectares
(http://sociobosque.ambiente.gob.ec/).

The government stresses that PSB is not PES (Payments for Environmental Services), and that it
only provides resources to help communities improve their opportunities for development. They
say that PSB is not setting a price, buying, renting etc., but a tool to regulate and guarantee the
existence of areas that generate environmental services, through alliances between the immediate
responsible for conservation, since these persons traditionally have not benefitted from the
conservation (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.21). They emphasize that participation is completely
voluntarily, and can only take place after prior consultation where a plan for the use of the
incentives to the benefit of all members is created. In a booklet written by the ministry of the
environment to inform about the first year of implementation, they go through many of the
aspects of the program. I will here look more profoundly into what this program involves,
because it is of importance to my experiences with the Shuar and Secoya villages, and also the
REDD program in Ecuador, that PSB will become a part of.

The MAE lists the main goals in three key points
PSB will:
a) Protect native forests and their ecological, economic and cultural values (4 million
hectares, which equals 66% of the unprotected forest).
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b) Reduce the deforestation rate and the related emission of greenhouse gasses
c) Contribute to better the living conditions for poor persons (approximately one million
beneficiaries).
(Ministerio del Ambiente, p.6)

“Native forest” is defined as any type of vegetation composed of native species resulting in a
natural process of ecological succession. In addition, the forests have to provide two out of these
three environmental services: storing and retaining carbon, give refugee to biodiversity, and/or
regulate the water cycle. This definition excludes plantations, and secondary forest is only
included if the trees are older than twenty years (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.7). Prior consultation
with workshops will be held, but once the agreement is signed they are committed to
conservation and protection. The participatory investment plan seeks that the resources provided
will be used legally, transparently and to the benefit of all members of the community. Failure in
this can lead to breach of contract and penalties, and if the partners want to quit they might have
to return the resources provided (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.17). To make it more fair between
those who have a lot of land and those who have less, they have decided that the incentives are
reduced after a set amount of hectares. The incentives are 30 dollars each hectare up to 50
hectares and then 20 dollars each hectare for the following 50 and so on (Ministerio del
Ambiente, p.20).

PSB has two dimensions for monitoring and tracking, the physical monitoring of the land under
conservation, conducted with photo- and satellite images in addition to random visits, and the
monitoring of the execution of the investment plans. To do the latter, the MAE plans to realize
activities to strengthen the communities’ capacities; workshops held on different topics
associated with financial management and administrative technical aspects, such as tourism,
conservation and agro production (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.18). The beneficiaries also have to
deliver an “accountability report” prior to each payment, conducted in May and October,
including the activities and financial overview for how they have spent their incentives, as
according to the investment plan.
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Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation
The government is also preparing the country for the implementation of Reduced Emissions from
Deforestation and forest Degradation (REDD), which is the United Nations major investment in
the international effort to get climate change under control. The main goal of the REDD
strategies, in short, is to make forests economically attractive, by letting them be. In practice, this
means that rich countries from the north give rainforest countries of the south money for not
cutting down their trees. The protection of forest will according to plan lead to a reduction of
global carbon emissions, slow down the loss of biodiversity and help forest-dwelling
communities in sustainable development. Norway has been one of the most active participants in
the negotiations and at the climate conference in Bali, Indonesia in 2007, Prime Minister Jens
Stoltenberg promised 3 billion NOK annually to get it up and running immediately. The
subsequent years, the COPs, or Conferences of the Parties, have discussed both the framework
and contents of REDD, if it should be only about forests, and if a creation of a carbon-marked
would be a good solution. Not long after the creation of REDD, a “+” was added to the acronym
and includes thereby “conservation, sustainable management of forests and enhancement of
forest carbon stocks” (de Koning, Aguiñaga, Bravo et.al, 2011:533).

Ecuador has been creating a national REDD+ strategy the last couple of years, and PSB is
becoming a part of this, under the component of incentive-based policies, and is hoped to shed
light on possible benefit sharing mechanisms (de Koning, Aguiñaga, Bravo et.al 2011:533). The
implementation of activities to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases due to deforestation and
degradation is discussed as a tool to reduce the emissions that contribute to global warming. The
Ecuadorian Government has therefore initiated research to develop a baseline for CO2 emissions
from deforestation at a national level. The baseline refers to what would be predicted without the
policy actions for prevention (http://sociobosque.ambiente.gob.ec/?q=node/177&page=0,2).
Ecuador has received 12,5 million dollars from Germany to develop a national strategy for the
implementation of both REDD and PSB. The money finances a monitoring system for the
emissions of greenhouse gasses and a legal and institutional framework to make the REDD
mechanism operative (The UN-REDD Programme, 2009a).
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Criticism
Many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and Indigenous foundations have been, and still
are skeptical, and criticize the initiative for maintaining the inequalities between the giving- and
receiving countries. They accuse the project of being only an easy way out for rich countries to
pay off their own responsibilities. At the REDD-monitor website an open letter written by one of
the biggest NGOs in Ecuador, “Acción Ecológica”, reads: ”the UN approach to financing
biodiversity as part of a “new face for capitalism” through the creation and marketing of new
commodities. And REDD is part of “A tangled web of proposals that essentially seek control
over land, forests, water and biodiversity as means to compensate for the loss of biodiversity or
as raw materials for new technologies” (Lang, 2012). CONFENIAE, (the confederation of
indigenous peoples from the Ecuadorian Amazon) stated already in 2009 that: “We reject the
negotiations on our forests, such as REDD projects, because they try to take away our freedom to
manage our resources and also because they are not a real solution to climate change, on the
contrary, they only make it worse” (Lang, 2009).

Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC)
Here I shall briefly introduce the concept of PFIC, which will be referred to throughout the
subsequent chapters. The Forest Peoples Program defines it as follows:
FPIC is the principle that a community has the right to give or withhold its consent to proposed projects that
may affect the lands they customarily own, occupy or otherwise use. FPIC (…) is now a key principle in
international law and jurisprudence related to indigenous peoples (Forest Peoples Program).

Patrick Anderson has further identified some of the most acute problems found specifically in
relation to REDD:
rushed processes leaving little time for adequate comprehension of often complex ideas and arrangements;
insufficient (or inappropriately conveyed) information leading to differing or conflicting understandings;
lack of sufficient resources for capacity building; and lack of safeguards to ensure that processes of
engagement with local communities are adequately facilitated (Anderson, 2011:10).

23

The NGOs
Fundación Natura is the NGO that I will mostly focus on in this thesis. It is a well-reputed and
known Ecuadorian organization engaged in the conservation of biological diversity, in addition to
preventive work against pollution, and the sustainable management of natural resources. They
have different programs and projects, adapted to the varying natural zones and climates of
Ecuador. One of these environmental programs is called: “The demarcation of the lower-zone,
conflict resolution and community awareness regarding the use- and management of resources in
the Cuyabeno Wildlife Reserve”. They also cooperate with the MAE in promoting, and helping
out in the implementation of PSB locally in this area. Employees from Fundación Natura are the
ones that helped me the most during my fieldwork, in localizing and helping me out to villages of
interest to my topic. I have also been in contact with, and make use of information and
publications from two other well-known NGOs in Ecuador: Acción Ecologica and Fundación
Pachamama.
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Chapter 3. Secoya Remolino – distinctiveness and diversity

This chapter will evolve around the Secoya and the village of Remolino in particular. I shall
introduce my host-family, to elucidate central parts of their daily-life, roles and activities. Further
I will recount central parts of their history that is important for their situation today and
contribute to an understanding of choices they make and relationships they engage in. Moving on
I shall look profoundly into central aspects of flexibility and resistance, which characterize the
Secoya culture and the way they adapt to their surroundings. To illustrate this argument I will
describe how they have incorporated various items from the “outside world” into their traditional
way of life in the village. After they voted against participation in PSB they decided to engage in
an eco-tourism project. This will surely have an impact on their lives, in both activities and
personhood, but not necessarily in a negative manner, I shall argue. Towards the end of the
chapter I will use some space on an apt illustration from my experiences with a knowledgeable
Secoya man. I find the story useful to achieve an idea of how their local knowledge is constantly
transmitted and transformed. Finally I am going to discuss how changes might take place, while
local distinctions still persist, also after the introduction of money.

Presenting Remolino: first impressions
I first arrived in Remolino, with my fellow student Glenn. The plan was to go with Miguel from
Fundación Natura, but since he had to attend a meeting in Tarapoa, we had to make the journey
on our own. First we went by “collectivo”, an uncomfortable, open bus with benches of wood,
loaded with people and goods. We got off at the last stop, where we had been told a man would
pick us up in a canoe. We waited a while, seeking refuge from the scorching sun under a pavilion
with a couple of panting dogs, studying the few houses spread around on the plain and watching
canoes leave the port without us. But when nobody came, we decided to find someone to take us
further along before the sun went down. The travel was swift, only half an hour in the fast boat
we rented, but the landscape gave the impression of time standing still. The vegetation rose from
the riverbank as a green wall, and the water was brown and muddy. Here and there, we could
briefly see a couple of houses, camouflaged by the overwhelming greenness, before they were
out if sight again. Remolino was one of these brief moments of rupture in the visual field. Our
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boat came to a halt, and several children, a couple of women and an old man greeted us
cautiously. We climbed up the steep and slippery slope with our enormous backpacks and they
stared with curiosity and humor on our pathetic struggle. Before we were even certain this was
the right village, we were accommodated into the house of the village President. Later, when the
man who had been in contact with Miguel and was supposed to pick us up arrived, he invited us
to stay in the house of his parents and we accepted.

The village center, behind the presidents’ house, consisted of a grass field used in groupactivities, like football, and some houses made of cement and wood. Two of these were
classrooms, one we were told was the kinder-garden, but we never saw it in use. There was also a
room, locked with a padlock, with several brand new computers. These were out of function and
they waited for someone to come and help them fix the problem. The computers were a gift from
one of the oil companies in the area. There was also a small house that served as a church on the
left side of the plain, where sermons were held most Sundays. Behind the school-buildings you
could choose between porcelain toilets (without running water), or holes, dug in the ground,
hidden behind short walls and black plastic-bags. Passing these you reached the small river,
where women washed cloths, children played among the tadpoles and whole families went to
bathe, swim and cool off. An excavated pool was on the right side of the river, made for a fishbreeding project. The project had for some reasons failed and the pool was now empty, a symbol
of abandoned development projects of the past. They did not express any frustration about it
though; it was only stated as a fact, which can indicate that these situations are not uncommon to
them. It is also possible that they, on the basis of such negative experiences, have become
skeptical and hesitant towards other projects introduced by the outside. They have already
rejected PSB and it might further influence their decision on REDD.

“Secoya Remolino Si’ekoya pai” lies on the southern riverbanks of Aguarico and is a small town,
consisting of more or less 150 persons who live dispersed in houses mostly created of nuclear
families. They have the legal rights to a territory of approximately 24.215 hectares, where they
hunt, fish, cultivate, timber and collect medicines or other materials for consumption or crafts
(Ormaza and Bajaña). The land is collectively owned, but approximately 100 hectares are given
to each family for their exclusive use. The term they, like the Shuar, use for this family-land is
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“finca”, and inside they have “chakras”, traditional vegetable gardens, where they have different
cultivation according to the types of soil (Ormaza and Bajaña). In my experience they cultivated
mostly different types of yucca and bananas, but also cocao for selling. Western influence started,
as I will come back to, decades ago but has accelerated with recent activities in the area.
However, in their Community Management Plan, they have defined goals to: “protect their
ancestral territory, by managing it in a sustainable way according to their “siekopai”
cosmovision, so that the fauna, flora and nature spirits can live and prosper” (Ormaza and Bajaña,
section 4.2).

The family
Throughout my whole stay I was living with one family, consisting of an elderly couple and some
of their children. The traditional basic social unit among the Secoya and Siona has been the
extended patrilineal family, living patrilocally (Vickers, 1989:180). “Mama”, Manuela, was a big
woman in her fifties, mother to seven children (the youngest was thirteen), and grandmother to
even more. She spent much of her time in the house, cooking almost every meal, with help from
her daughters. She was also taking care of two of her grandchildren, a two-year-old boy and a
baby girl, because one of her daughters had health problems. Manuela’s husband, Alejandro, was
a man in his sixties, flimsy and short, but with bodily strength. He usually wore the traditional
secoyan Chusma (tunica), in bright colors like blue, orange, yellow and red. The elderly men in
the village often wore the Chusma, while the younger generation had the taste for modern
clothes. Now and then, Alejandro also had on a thin, circular shaped crown made of wood. His
hair was half-long black, turning grey, and the little facial hair he had was removed now and
then, by twisting thin threads along the skin so the hair was pulled out. Alejandro was one of the
persons I met during my stay, who lived “traditional”, a way of life close to the notion of buen
vivir. He enjoyed activities like hunting and fishing, and was usually engaged in some sort of
practical activity with connections to their livelihood and house. Their youngest daughter, Sofia
13 years, was still living with her parents and helped her mother in every activity, such as
cooking, caring for the babies, washing clothes, carrying water from the river etc. Their oldest
son, Pablo, was usually staying at their house too, but was for the most part working during the
day with different tasks, often in connection with the new tourist center. Two of the other
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daughters, Teresa and Rosalinda, spent a lot of time with the family at the house, but were
building their own houses nearby with their husbands and children. Manuela and Alejandro’s
youngest son, Samuel, went to school in Lago Agrio, but came home occasionally to see his
family and participate in work tasks. I perceived the family as a very tight unit, who took care of
each other, collaborated in performing various tasks and generally spent many hours together.
Extended family and other neighbors also regularly visited them. Despite the harmonious
cohabitation there were some very visible distinctions, especially across generations. While
Alejandro and Manuela for the most part lived very traditionally, their children enjoyed modern
amenities, like watching TV, listening to popular music and drinking beer.

History and origin: missions, rubber and oil
The name Secoya comes from the river Si’ekoya (river of stripes), a small tributary of the Santa
María River in Peru, where people painted their face with white stripes (Vickers, 2003:47). Many
Secoya from the Santa María area emigrated westwards in the 1940s to escape the abuse of a
white patron and established themselves with the Sionas of Cuyabeno (Vickers, 1989:47). They
share many of the same cultural traits, some have lived together for generations, intermarried and
speak versions of the same Western Tukanoan language, and they have therefore often been
described as being one people. The principal distinction, according to Vickers, is that the Siona
consider Aguarico and its tributaries to be their homeland, and the Secoya as a more recent
arrival in their ancestral territory (Vickers, 2003:47-48). One other problem for their sense of
belonging is the war in 1941, when Peru invaded huge parts of Ecuador, which suddenly split
Secoya families between two countries for over 56 years (Krøjer, 2003:21).

The Secoya have, like many of the other nationalities in Ecuador, a long and at times brutal
history of interactions with outsiders. When Jesuit missionaries began their work in the area in
the 17th century, they tried to merge different groups into reducciones (mission villages), but
faced problems when the Indians ran away and formed their own villages along the river. The
Secoya feared witchcraft and sorcery from other families, and also the increased susceptibility to
diseases (Vickers, 1989:65). A frustrated Secoya man who was refused to leave the village with
his family, ended up killing a Catholic priest, desecrated religious objects, and burnt the village
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down. This incident made many missionary families and settlers flee for their lives, fearing
severe punishments. Throughout the 19th century the contact they had with outsiders restricted
itself to missionaries, and sporadic, commercial traffic on the river, where they traded forest
products for iron tools and some other articles (Vickers, 1989:78). Vickers 2 splits the following
contact with outsiders into three principal phases; the first is the rubber boom, then the renewal of
Mission activities and finally the oil boom (Vickers, 1989:68). Their attitudes to proposed
projects, such as REDD and PSB should be understood in light of their experiences with these
events.

In the beginning of the twentieth century the demand for rubber increased in Europe, and
thousands of indigenous people became involved in the rubber gathering system called
habiltiación as debt-peons or slaves. This affected the Secoya for more than 40 of the following
years. Many died from the semi-slavery or diseases. They were “recruited” by rubber patrons
who gave them small gifts (“enganche”), and then they had to pay their debt back by working
(Krøjer, 2003:19).
In the middle of the 20th century, the Summer Institute of Linguistics, a Protestant missionary
organization, established itself in the region, and created a benefiting relationship with the
Secoya. They worked under a contract with the ministry of education, but made an impact in
other ways too, by introducing cattle and pigs, and new cultivars such as rice, beans and onions
(Vickers in Whitten 2003:52). To this day the institute is an important actor in Secoya lives
because some of the children go to their bilingual school in Lago Agrio, with children from the
other indigenous groups in the area, although they have moved out of their village.

In 1964 a consortium of the oil company Texaco and Gulf (today a part of Chevron) obtained a
40 years contract for 1.5.million hectares in northeast of Amazonian Ecuador, where they
discovered huge oil reserves, and in 1967 they started to construct an oil pipeline the 318 miles to
the harbor in Esmeraldas. The first wells were built around Lago Agrio and expanded south to
Shushufindi and beyond (Krøjer, 2003:25). To be able to continue the extractions they built

2

William T. Vickers is professor emeritus of anthropology at Florida International University, with extensive field
research in the Siona-Secoya cultural region of the north Oriente.
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roads, and with the roads came many more actors. Almost all the local men were at one point
hired by the oil company, clearing the area and making tracks through the forest, building offices
and places to sleep. After a while they got tired, missed their homes, families and gardens, so
they went home and spent their accumulated money on clothes, ammunition, pots and fishing
lines (Vickers, 1989:73). According to Krøjer, the Texaco officials gave away gifts, in order to
flatter and persuade the Indians into working for them, but they always felt cheated at the end of
the day (Krøjer, 2003:25).

Reciprocity is essential for all relationships in a subsistence system, but the majority of the
relationships the Secoya has had with people from the outside throughout the years have been
based on a false notion of reciprocity, where the Secoya has ended up as “the losers” (Krøjer,
2003). The experiences have further made them develop a certain skepticism and reluctance to
outsiders. In the Secoya’n myths and stories Krøjer has analyzed, they always “articulate their
relationships as ambiguous and problematic, in which the Secoya find themselves in constant
danger of being deceived (Krøjer, 2003:18). Furthermore Krøjer argues that the interactions and
negotiations they have had with outsiders often have “produced a sense of powerlessness and
uncertainty” (Krøjer, 2003:15). To deal with these negative experiences and regain a sense of
control, they have created strategies like cheating and trickery in dealing with outsiders (Krøjer,
2003), which reflects agency. These experiences, feelings and strategies have likely affected their
decision process regarding PSB, where their trust in the project and those who acted on its behalf,
obviously was missing. It is reasonable to assume that the proposed REDD will have to go
through the same evaluation, and fail if these aforementioned factors are not taken into account.

Flexibility and resistance
Vickers insists that what he calls an “acculturation” in material culture, type of houses and
religious values has been of importance, but that the pressure still has been less intense in this
part of the Amazon compared to other places. The reason for the cultural continuity then, he
suggests, is a subsistence system based on the social organization form of small units, relatively
autonomous, and an inherent capacity for separation and mobilization (Vickers, 1989:73). He
further elaborates, saying that the Siona/Secoya can adopt in a variety of conditions, and is

30

marked by a high degree of flexibility (Vickers, 1989:254). The Siona/Secoya culture is
characterized by movements with an almost coherent flow of ideas, comings, relocations of
housing sites, travels to go hunting and visit. The major part of the activities happens in a large
territory that has demonstrated consistency over along time, going back to the relations with the
first missionaries in the 17th century (Vickers, 1989:250). Their flexibility has been expressed in
numerous ways throughout the years, for instance through a recent restructuring of government,
which I will come back to below. It is therefore likely that this ability will influence how they
choose to deal with REDD, and the way they have shown resistance in their decision to turn
down PSB.

The anthropologist Janet E. Chernela (1995) writes about the creation of an Awa biosphere
reserve in Colombia and Ecuador. She describes how the Awa in the early phases of the creation
of the program collaborated with the state, but later declined to participate in the decision making
process. According to Chernela, the reason was that they wanted to safeguard their interests and
autonomy, and believed that this could best be done from the sideline (Chernela, 1995:254-255).
Very much the same reasons the Secoya expressed for not participating in PSB. The similarities
between the cases suggest that these situations and uncertainties are not new issues.

Changes in government- locally and regionally
In a chapter written by Vickers in the publication “Millennial Ecuador” (2003) he analyzes how
the Secoya have transformed “from scattered autonomous settlements to a centralized political
system that displays increasing sophistication and effectiveness in dealing with the outside
world” (Vickers, 2003:46). He exemplifies how the change in government has lead to
strengthened agency with the $12 billion lawsuit against Texaco Inc. The plaintiff started in 1993
on behalf of 30 000 affected residents of the Amazon, including many Secoya people, who had
been suffering after toxic oil pollution. The trial has yet to be concluded, even though Chevron
more than once has been found guilty, because the company continues to defer the case, and tries
to create doubts concerning the legitimacy of the plaintiffs and the court’s justice.
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According to Vickers, the traditional social and political organization was highly anatomistic;
individual heads of households were the traditional leaders, complimented by the leadership
based on shamanism. The most successful shamans could become community leaders, but led by
example and influence rather than authority (Vickers, 2003:49-50). Today they have adopted a
leadership-model, based on Western administrative structures, completely in opposition to the
traditional highly individualized one. Secoya villagers arrange elections every second year where
they choose a new President, who will represent them in all matters relevant. Who can be
president in Remolino is, in my experience, a fairly random choice. I met men of different ages,
who had been elected presidents, but without holding, in my impression, particular high statuses
in the society. Some of the men who had been presidents before were quite young, and did not
stand out as typically charismatic leaders (Skalník, 1999:163). This leads me into believing that
the position of a president does not have to come from legitimate power, or create it, but that it is
more of a formal and required leadership that rotates between the (male) members of the village.
It is possible that they just elect the male residents in turns, because they number so few, so the
power that comes with the position is equally distributed amongst the families throughout the
years. At the same time, the new system can function as a shortcut for young, ambitious men, if
they are trying to gain recognition, and do a good job. The oldest son in my family, in his thirties,
was president in the former period and told me proudly about how he had created the health
center. That the health center was out of business the time I was there, and probably had been for
some time, makes the success limited, but it suggests that the president can have some influence,
at least for a short period. I do not know why it was out of business, but it might be that projects
and initiatives created by one president, for different reasons, is replaced by the next president if
he has other interests or desires. If this interpretation is correct, then there is a problem of
continuity in this process that will make it difficult for them to go through with any project at all,
including REDD.

In 1983 Organización Indígena Secoya del Ecuador (OISE; Organization of the Indigenous
Secoyas of Ecuador) was established, and has been of major importance in the struggle for
demarcation of their territory. OISE follows a Western organizational model, that is hierarchical
and contains both elected and appointed positions, such as the president, vice president, board of
directors, local officers, and secretaries (Vickers, 2003:57). Vickers quotes Ernesto Salazar who
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believes that the adoption of administrative structures, characterized by western institutions,
among the Shuar, is the result of an extensive acculturation (Vickers, 2003:57). Vickers
acknowledges that Western administrative structures characterize Ecuador’s indigenous
organizations but disagrees however, that the imitation of framework and positions is due to
“acculturation”. Rather, he believes that they reached for the only reasonable option available to
them to protect land, resources, and civil rights (Vickers, 2003:57). While this adaption to a
western government style might have been a smart move, and the only feasible way to create an
institution able to confront and challenge the state and other strong actors, it can still be seen as a
continuation of the existing power balance, because they have had to do it on the terms of the
stronger part. The meetings concerning PSB and REDD have also been held within this political
model, where the villagers have attended meetings and voted for or against the proposals. If,
however, NGOs and government officials either ignore or are unaware of the fluidity of the
power symmetries, then the process of FPIC might be endangered, and conflicts might emerge.

“Acculturation” or intended strategies?
On the other hand it can also be important to question the term “acculturation”. In a way it
embraces the idea of culture as something static that can be unmade if the changes are not
“authentic” enough. Who has the right and legitimacy to decide what a natural or unnatural
change in a culture can be? Changes in intrinsic government patterns, as well as in material
culture, have taken place, while the Secoya still identifies themselves as Secoyas, with a Secoyaculture. Steward (1955), quoted in Sponsel, claims that: “change is inevitable, and it is what
adaption is all about” (Sponsel, 1995:272). It is therefore important also to recognize that
indigenous people can selectively accept parts of Western culture while at the same time maintain
territorial integrity and ethnic identity (Sponsel, 1995:270). My empirical evidence, in
accordance with Vickers, might suggest that the formal political leadership is an intentional way
to organize against the outside world, who expects and demands certain standards, while
households are still led informally by individuals, and the shamans continue to be respected
individuals. While I was in the village, the shaman was pointed out to me many times, whereas
the President tended to be of less importance.
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Many anthropologists emphasize that culture is never static and unchangeable, and should be
seen instead as an open and flexible system (Merry, 2006:28, see also West;2006,
Novellino;2007, Sponsel;1995). Culture is in many places, like international forums, seen as local
and distinct, the opposite of globalization and referring to traditions and customs, justified by past
roots. Culture is something found “out there”, but can also be conceptualized in a positive sense
as heritage, that needs to be preserved. (Merry, 2006:10-11). Anthropologist Sally Engle Merry
describes culture in the following way:

The anthropological framework defines culture as historically produced in particular locations under the
influence of local, national and global forces and events. Culture consist of repertoires of ideas and practices
that are not homogeneous but continually changing because of contradictions among them or because new
ideas and institutions are adopted by members (…) Cultures are not contained within stable borders but are
open to new ideas and permeable influences from other cultural systems, although not all borders are
equally porous. Cultural discourses legitimate or challenge authority and justify relations of power (Merry,
2006:11).

West 3 is of the same opinion when she discusses “out of the way places” and claims that the
people living there are seen as living in a superior “state of nature”, often devastated by sudden,
undesirable change (West, 2006:58-59). Further she quotes Tsing who argues that “out-of-theway-places” often are perceived as fixed and timeless peripheries relative to a dynamic and
changing core (West, 2006:7). West further writes that inhabitants and social institutions have on
the contrary a dynamic and fluid history tied to individual and community engagements with
local, regional, national and transnational influences (West, 2006:7). This can also be applied to
the reality of the Secoya, who throughout the years have been in constant contact with different
people and institutions, regardless of their peripheral location. Throughout the years they have
also transformed accordingly, in numerous ways, sometimes intentionally, sometimes not, as I
have demonstrated.

The local understanding is that change has come from the outside, through missions, colonizers,
conservationists, researches, tourists etc. but also from within, through local agency (West,
2006:66). Both PSB and REDD are initiatives coming from the outside, and with the possibility
3 Paige West is an Assistant Professor of Anthropology at Bernard College and Colombia University. She has
fieldwork experience with the Gimi from Papua New Guinea.
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to initiate change in local places. Since the Secoya have already refused PSB it is obvious that
they resist at least parts of what it represents. An interesting aspect of the process is that their
ability to refuse probably would have been weaker if they were not as organized as they are
today, with their adaption to the western government style. As in the case Chernela describes,
their insight and knowledge about these processes is broad enough to distinguish potential threats
and act accordingly.

Moreover, Ziegler-Otero’s book on the Huaoranis’ organized resistance might prove a suitable
example in this respect. He claims that their fight to resist unwanted change and intrusion from
the outside in part succeeded exactly because they chose to organize based on a Western formal
model, inspired by other indigenous activist groups (Ziegler-Otero, 2004).

Village status: fusion between traditional and modern
In comparing Secoya Remolino with Shuar Charap, the first mentioned has access to more
material goods and public services, but there are also economic differences between households.
My host family was in many ways less equipped than other families nearby. Some families
owned cattle, horses, satellite dishes, two-storey houses and access to rain water just outside the
house. Compared to Charap, on the other hand, my Secoya family was clearly in possession of
plenty of the stuff my Shuar informants expressed a desire for. They had a solar panel that gave
sufficient electricity for the three light bulbs, TV, and a DVD player that the young generation
enjoyed watching music videos with Shakira and telenovelas 4 on. They had a cocinetta run by
gas that they used for cooking everyday meals, in addition to a more traditional fireplace where
the whole family made “cassava bread” together, once a week. Right next to the fireplace was the
prepped half of a hollowed log that was also used in the cassava preparations, when they grated
yucca roots and later sifted the flour. Big, blue, plastic barrels were storage for clothes in the
main/bed room and for the finished cassava bread in the kitchen/living room. They had three
hammocks in total, out of which one was made in the traditional and extremely time-consuming
way by plaiting together thin, long fibers from plants. They had some pots, pans and tableware, a
4

Telenovelas are soap operas made in Latin America, often Mexico, about forbidden and complicated love, and
other intrigues.
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big bag of purchased rice, cooking oil, and sugar. An old-fashioned sewing machine was standing
on a table by the entrance, mainly used for repairing cloths, while a rifle gun for hunting had its
fixed place under the roof, out of the children’s reach. Just outside the house was a smaller shed,
with one room for a porcelain toilet (flushing happened manually by using accumulated rainwater
from a barrel outside), and the other room for a noisy Diesel-powered aggregate, mainly used by
one of the daughters in the family and her husband, who were building a house for themselves
next door. Here and there throughout the village the inhabitants had found small spots with
stabile, but weak mobile signal. In some of these places they had built small houses, similar to
bird tables, so those who had mobile phones could leave them there to have coverage, protected
from the rain. Their every day life also consisted of a variety of activities, from harvesting of
yucca to intense TV-watching. The information I have concerning my family’s sources of income
is not very detailed, but gives an overview that could be useful. They sell small amounts of
timber, from the private fincas, and transport it in canoes to the nearest port, where they also
generate some money from selling cocoa. They sell cassava breads to the other villagers, as well
as minor surplus of game from hunting. It is likely that the largest income will eventually come
from the tourist project, where they will be paid for providing services such as guiding, cleaning
and cooking.

Kitchen area. Photo: private
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There are two arguments I want to stress in relation to the description above. The first is the
intriguing fusion between traditional and modern in the village, and the second is the material and
economical differences between Remolino and Charap, which might add to the reasons for their
differing decisions on PSB. In retrospect what has struck me as very interesting in relation
to their current way of life, was the blending between traditional and modern, and how it coexisted side by side. Their natural behavior around things from both a modern and traditional
lifestyle, and how they pick and choose, go back and forth between these two contrasting worlds,
can be seen as an illustration of Vickers statement about the Secoya as highly flexible, able to
adopt fast and naturally to different conditions. One of the examples he points out is how they
have adapted to the new form of government, mentioned before, which includes long-lasting
meetings where the Secoya has demonstrated patience and dedication (Vickers, 2003:58). These
findings demonstrate how they incorporate changes in living patterns, both structural and
material, in their traditional culture, largely without problems. It is also reasonable to believe that
the Secoyas said no to PSB, out of own agency, because they are not in the same desperate need
for the incentives, which has attracted the Shuar. In spite of economic differences within the
village, even the poorest are sufficiently satisfied, and rather choose to seek other opportunities to
generate money, like the tourist project I will come back to. How much this decision will mean
for the environment is still an open questioned. But based on how they have been, and still are,
exploiting the forest in a sustainable way, it is far from certain that the consequences are going to
be negative. If they are going to participate in REDD is yet to be figured out, but the similarities
between the two programs (and the criticism they have received) could mean that they say no one
more time.
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Making cassava breads. Photo: private

Cassava breads, drying in the sun. Photo: private
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Land use and future realities: what to do?
The Secoya demonstrated agency in declining the offer of PSB participation. The main reason
was the uncertainty concerning land use, and the fear of losing rights. The Secoya of Remolino
have, in my experience, a sustainable use of the forest, they make gardens with yucca, plant
banana-crops, and cocoa-crops, based on traditional shifting cultivation. They fish and hunt for
daily use and for limited commercial sale. I was told that there are fewer animals in the forest
now than before, but that this was because the “colonos” had moved closer. It is difficult to
validate the veracity of this statement, but it is likely that loss in biological diversity can come
from more people living in the area, easier access due to increased infrastructure, widespread
littering, higher levels of consumption and more noise. It could also be, like Ziegler-Otero
suggests in relation to the Huaorani of the south-Oriente, that game has been depleted because
communities have become permanent settlements (Ziegler-Otero, 2004:153).

Eco-tourism
The other Secoya village nearby differs significantly from Remolino in many ways. It is situated
closer to mestizo villages, and has car access. They have sold parts of their land, which has
become palm oil plantations. People from this village were also eager to push for either
participation in REDD or access to oil companies in Remolino, but this decision has been set on
hold for now. Remolino has instead chosen to become part of eco-tourism activities, in cooperation with the Rainforest Alliance, Fundación Natura and the tourist agency Tropic. On their
website they describe the Secoya stay in the following way: “You will be delighted with the
exceptional cuisine, knowledgeable guides and awesome encounters with these powerful and
wise magicians of the Ecuadorian Amazon” (http://www.secoyalodge.com/). As a contrast to the
experience of a traditional, simple life, they provide luxury services like private toilets and
showers in each cabin, maintaining the comfort even in “primitive” surroundings. The idea of an
environmental-friendly tourism started already in the 1960s, and “eco-tourism” has been an
expression since the 1980s (Orams in Viken, 2004:192, my translation). The Brundtland report
from 1987 launched the idea of sustainability in all environmental thinking, also within tourism,
and the concept of responsibility has been connected to it (Viken, 2004:192, my translation).
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5000 hectares of the Secoya Remolino territory is now under this project, and restricts their use of
it in relation to both forestry and hunting. The villagers have to participate in different tasks and
take on roles as; guides, cooks, cleaners, managers etc. These new roles and practices will likely
alter their everyday in ways that are hard to imagine. They will have to enact their own culture,
through preparation of traditional food, forwarding knowledge of forest and ecology, ways of
dressing and shamanistic performances. This will probably lead to a redefined, and maybe
different understanding, of their Secoya identity and way of life.

In two footnotes in an article by Novellino, it is referred to Sillitoe who, with reference to the
Sepik people in Melanesia, argues that:

Local people are being exposed to tourists, and tourisms in a sense consequently informs identity according
to outsiders’ conceptions of indigenous culture. What this means is that people have to maintain an image
that complies with the tourists’ expectations – one of exotic, even primitive cultures largely unsullied by the
outside world (Sillitoe in Novellino, 2007:102).

As discussed earlier, the Secoya have interacted with many different actors, such as missionaries,
oil-companies, neighboring tribes etc., throughout the years, and the coming flow of tourists will
be a new addition to these relationships. The tourists will arrive with their expectations of “an
awesome encounter with powerful and wise magicians”, like the agency advertises on the
website, and the Secoya will have to fulfill these roles. These meetings are therefore bound to
have some sort of impact on the Secoya, but I would like to argue that they not necessarily have
to be merely negative. I will come back to an analysis of how the tourist project might also lead
to a strengthening and continuation of their knowledge, in the sub-section “The Secoya
Heritage”.

The book “Tourism and Culture, an applied perspective” by Erve Chambers is a contribution to
anthropological research on tourism. Chamber argues that: “group identities and traditions are
invented and authenticated, in part as a result of deliberate attempts to engage the interest of
tourists or otherwise appeal to the imaginations of outsiders (cf., Handler, 1988; Norkunas,
1993)” (Chambers, 1997:5). However, in the introduction to a chapter by Betty J. Duggan, he
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stresses that: “An authentic culture is not one that remains unchanged, which seems impossible
under any conditions, but one that retains the ability to determine the appropriateness of its
adaptions” (Chambers, 1997:31). I find this point very important and applicable to the Secoya’s
situation. Duggan writes about tourism and cultural authenticity among Cherokees in North
Carolina. She concludes that “In some cases, culturally informed tourism development has led to
increased ethnic pride, and even cultural revitalization, among indigenous peoples (cf,. Esman,
1984; Graburn, 1969; Swain, 1977)” (Duggan, 1997:47).

Other alternatives
What strikes me as both unclear and complicated about questions of land titles, rights to
management and their reluctance against PSB, is the fact that the Secoya own their land, at the
same time that it is under the protection of the Cuyabeno Reserve, through the MAE. In
collaboration with Fundación Natura and the MAE, they have already made a management plan
where they have signed to conserve their land with restrictions in both hunting and forestry. Why
the government tries to introduce even more conservation projects, first PSB and now REDD, is
therefore in my eyes quite incomprehensible, and might just result in more suspiciousness,
complicating the situation even more. Fear of losing their autonomy and self-determination can
also be the reason why the Secoya are unwilling to commit themselves to more contracts. The
indigenous organizations that are against PSB and REDD, have also argued that the state seeks to
gain more control over indigenous territories through the agreements, and that it in a way leads to
indigenous people selling their land. This claim is on the other hand strongly rejected by the
government who argues for PSB as a mutual agreement between two equal partners that has
nothing to do with selling or renting away land. The ways in which the Secoya have to maneuver
in the complex landscape of propositions for different projects and programs becomes clearer
when viewed in light of conflicting demands. They are torn between different actors that all want
something from them, and they have to find the balance, both in their engagement with outsiders,
but also within their own society where various sentiments struggle to realize themselves.
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Language and gender inequality
Their language is called “pai’coca”, and is what people speak on an every-day basis. It is also
what they use in school, in addition to having Spanish lessons. The youngest boy in my family
was the most fluent in Spanish, because he went to school in Lago Agrio where this was the main
teaching language. He also had classes in English. The oldest son also knew his way in Spanish,
as well as the their father, whom I had the longest conversations with, although not always
fluently. The women in the family were more insecure, but this might be because they were
generally shyer towards me. The differences between men and women may be brought back to a
gender division in activities more generally. Men, for example, more often deal with business
outside of the village, where they are forced to speak Spanish, but here too there are differences
between families. Again, the consequences of differences in language skills can affect the process
of FPIC, where communication is of great importance. People from the “outside”, either from the
state or NGOs, who come to explain about REDD and PSB, speak for the most part Spanish.
Misunderstandings can often arise at these occasions, where confusion about terms such as
REDD, which translates to red (net) in Spanish, easily can take place. Acronyms, commonly used
in these settings, might also present a challenge that should be accounted for. Information I got
from Glenn, after he attended a conference held by OISE in the other Secoya village, indicates
that there are important inequalities between men and women when it comes to consultations, and
the possibility to share thoughts and opinions. The conference was held for the most part in
pai’coca, but it was usually men that stood up and talked. They held small workshops with
gendered groups, and while the men were given a long time to present what they had been
discussing afterwards, the women only got the last five minutes. These findings suggest that there
is discrimination against women both locally and externally, although there are exceptions.

The Secoya heritage
The Secoya knowledge and cultural practices are transmitted through oral retellings between
parents and children. The increasing influence of Western culture has, as I have emphasized
before, affected the customs of the Secoya people, however, many of the elders try to
perpetuate their traditions precautionary, as an Amazon nationality (Ormaza and Bajaña). The
tourist project could, in this way, possibly lead to a strengthening of their indigenous sentiments,
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when they are working as guides and storytellers, passing on their histories, knowledge and
worldview. If they are to continue the project in the future, then the younger generation must be
trained and educated in the same manner to keep the heritage alive. In the book “Negotiating
Local Knowledge”, edited by Pottier, Bicker and Sillitoe, it is stated, that:

from now on anthropologists would regard ‘knowledge’ as simultaneously local and global (Moore 1996)
(…) a better appreciation of ‘the complexities and techniques of knowledge production within and between
societies, groups and regions’ (1996: 14; emphasis added) (Pottier, 2003:2).

The Secoya knowledge might in the light of this be viewed as both local and global. Not only will
the knowledge be reproduced among the Secoya, but it will also be a part of the experiences of
tourists from all over the world. It is also likely that an interchange between people will occur,
where the tourists and the Secoya can complement or challenge what they learn about each other
through dialogue. In this way that local knowledge, as well as culture, never stands still, but is
continually shaped and reshaped (Pottier, 2003:5). I want to end this chapter with a short extract
of an experience I had with Alejandro, where he ladled out from his huge knowledge reservoir in
relation to the forest.

Alejandro’s story
My fellow student Glenn and I went with Alejandro on several walkabouts in the forest where he
taught us about the trees, plants and animals that the Secoya have known for generations. On one
of these walks, we followed Alejandro on a path leading through the village. We all wore rubber
boots, and Alejandro was as usual holding a machete (a big, jungle knife) in his right hand. He,
like all the other people I met in the Amazon, used it in almost every activity. Children from the
age of two could be seen running around playing and, - “helping out” with machetes. Not far
from the village center, we were walking past a valley with a field of grown cocoa trees. He told
us they belonged to Eduardo, his brother and the shaman of the village. Alejandro picked one of
the ripe fruits and opened it with his machete. It had a bright, yellow color and was filled with
seeds, the size of walnuts. He offered us a taste, and helped himself to some of them too. The
fruit meat was white, soft, tasty and really sweet on the tongue. Alejandro told us that they
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cultivated cocoa trees, and sold the cocoa seeds to nearby towns, where they received 140 dollars
for a bag of 50 kilos.

We went a little bit further into the jungle, where the trees and plants were growing more
randomly, and small paths easily are overgrown by vegetation. Alejandro’s steps were firm and
fast and he kept a pace that was comfortable to follow. Suddenly he stopped and pointed to a tall,
thin tree that disappears into the sky. To me it looked like every other tree in the forest, but he
asked us if we would like to taste another fruit, and we nodded enthusiastically. He then picked
up a liana and started to climb the tree, barefoot and with just the liana to hold on to. He climbed
higher and higher until we could only see a small figure in a yellow tunica, and then he started to
throw down fruits. A few moments later he was back on the ground, and opened up the new fruit,
that looked a bit like the cocoa fruit from earlier, except that the color of the shell was red. The
seeds also looked similar, but they were sour-sweet and tasted even better, in my opinion.

Rainforest in Cuyabeno. Photo: private

We kept on walking, and he stopped now and then to tell us something about a tree, a plant or a
flower. It seemed to me he knew the names and qualities of almost every living thing in the
forest. He showed us a plant where you can chew the roots that make your mouth and tongue go
instantly numb, natural anaesthetics. He also peeled the bark of a tree. According to Alejandro,
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the bark can be made into a medicine-tea against cancer and relieve rheumatism. He told us that
due to oil spills in the area, cancer was becoming more and more common in the village, and
more than five persons have already died from it. The bark of yet another tree was possible to eat
straight away and would make you lose the feeling of hunger for a while. Some other herbs could
be made into a drink that makes you throw up, and cleans the stomach so you get rid of parasites
and bacteria. He pointed out a hard tree with thin branches that they traditionally made hunting
spears out of. They dipped three centimeters of the spearheads tip in plant-poison that would stun
the prey immediately when it was hit. A parasitic plant nearby coiled itself around a host tree like
a snake. Alejandro said that it contained water, so when in need it is possible to chop it off and
drink to quench the thirst. Here and there, a really big tree could be found, good for building
houses and canoes, we were told. A smaller tree with a completely different trait was also
displayed for us; the bark from this one was used as perfume at parties, and smelled like
cardamom. Another tree he called “Arbol del Diablo” (Devil’s tree), and in a circle around it, of
approximately one meter, nothing else was growing. Alejandro broke off a twig and opened it up.
Inside, an army of ants was marching through, he offered us to taste, we refused politely, and he
licked the twig clean. He told us that it helps you to sleep and dream, but you also risk meeting
demons in your sleep. In the ground, under the tree there are demons too, he warned us.

All the way we followed barely recognizable tracks, and he used his machete all the time to cut
down leaves and branches growing wildly, making it difficult to get through. Alejandro seemed
unaffected by the heat and the walking, and had nothing with him, except for the jungle knife.
The terrain in this part of the Oriente is uneven, but the slopes and hills are steeper elsewhere.
Still, it was extremely exhausting to trek around, we walked up and down, waded in small rivers,
balanced on fallen trees, and jumped over or crawled under obstacles. Alejandro still stopped
now and then and showed us tracks of different animals; monkeys and cat animals, possibly a
jaguar. The biological diversity, from trees to flowers and insects, was striking but overwhelming
at the same time. It was difficult for an untrained eye to differ between the varieties of species,
and identify something familiar in the complex patchwork that constructs the scene of nature.
Indigenous people, living in and from this environment for decades, are the ones most familiar to
it all, with a profound knowledge of the flora, fauna, terrain and rivers.
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Cocoa fruit, photo: private

Knowledge and the future
I believe my participant observation- data recounted here, provides a glimpse of how this man
both knows and interprets the environment he is living in. I think it shares his affection for it, as
well as an expertise in old medicinal knowledge connected to different plants and herbs, as well
as newer accumulations like the cultivation of cocoa. It also shows some of the challenges and
difficulties that are related to “a simple forest life”. The rainforest, stuffed as it might be of
animals and plants, remains a hostile and dangerous place for the inexperienced, who easily can
get lost or starve to death, due to ignorance. The Secoya are true experts of their habitat and their
adjustment process goes back many years. They are continuing to rely on forest products for
survival, and preserve the characteristics of the societies of tropical rainforest, through hunting,
fishing, gathering and horticulture (Ormaza and Bajaña). I also believe the way he communicated
his knowledge is of interest in this respect. From what I have recounted here, we see that huge
parts of Alejandro’s knowledge was expressed through demonstration of the different trees,
plants and trails we encountered on the way. It would not have been the same if he had just told
us about it back in the house. The environment also has its own story to tell, and he was in a way
our interpreter. Marchand, in Pottier, focuses on “the thin line between verbally expressed
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knowledge and, performance and creativity” (Pottier, 2003:7) and further that language not is the
principal means of knowledge transmissions (Pottier, 2003:7). When knowledge and skills are
transferred between generations too, it is not only done through oral retellings, like the Ormaza
and Bajaña claims, but also through performance and activities. Small children for example, are
not only told how to use the machete, they get to physically imitate different activities. Alejandro
is in many ways living the buen vivir where the environment provides him with necessities, as
long as he treats it with respect, even though he never referred explicitly to buen vivir himself.
Alejandro’s story also provides an insight into how knowledge is in constant change, as I have
argued before. The medicine against cancer, for instance, must have been developed quite
recently as a response to the newly arrived illness. At the same time, he still remembers old
traditions, like how they make hunting-spears, even though the practice is no longer in use.

The state has lately recognized both natures’ rights, and the “value” of indigenous people. The
conservation programs are therefore meant to bring these two together by making indigenous
people protect the nature. This means that indigenous people, in theory, can continue to live
according to their traditions while at the same time protecting what they live in and off. In this
sense, indigenous knowledge and skills, are both acknowledged and provided a future. At the
same time could the focus on money (through REDD and PSB), work contrary to intentions. An
all-encompassing integration of money might result in negative impacts on the environment (such
as further littering, more use of electronic devices, more traveling and the use of less
environmental friendly materials). Whether this is a likely result, however, is still uncertain.

Money and values
There exist disagreements on different levels, but the clearest difference in values/expectations is
between the generations, and also between men and women. In my family for example, the men
were often leaving the village to work elsewhere, sometimes in other towns, with better access to
other types of food and beer. Changes also become visible in the way they dress, old men still
wear the traditional “chusma”, while the younger have jeans and t-shirts made in China. Their
interests and activities are making a turn as well, from fishing trips in small canoes to hours spent
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in front of the TV, and these changes ultimately have to do with the entrance and further
distribution of money. Thomas Hylland Eriksen claims in the article “Globalization” that;

Patterns of consumption also merge in certain respects; people everywhere seem to desire similar goods,
from cell phones to readymade garments. A precondition for this to happen is the more or less successful
implementation of dimensions of modernity, notably a money economy (…). The rising transnational flow
of commodities, be they material or immaterial, creates a set of common cultural denominators that seem to
eradicate local distinctions (Eriksen, 2010:30).

True, the same goods seem to be in demand everywhere, but I will still argue that at the same
time, local distinctions can prevail in the process. As we have seen cultures are constantly
changing and reshaping, and the Secoya are masters in the field of adaptations and
transformations, while they still have preserved many of their cultural traits. In “Returns to the
field “ Signe Howell accounts for several years of multitemporal fieldwork among the Chewong
in Malaysia, and had the opportunity to witness changes over time. She describes “change as a
process that is zigzag rather than linear; and that some external factors results in rapid change,
whereas others seem to have little or no impact” (Howell, 2012b: 154). She shows how many
individual Chewong of recent time, have had an increasing preoccupation with money,
particularly “the many fascinating objects that money could buy” (Howell, 2012b:162). At the
same time she explains how some of the changes remain, while others are only temporarily
included, just to be dismissed shortly after (Howell, 2012b).

In both REDD and PSB money is a compensation/incentive in exchange for conservation. PSB
has made it a prerequisite that the communities will put the money into good use by investing it
in developmental projects, but like examples from both the Secoya and the Shuar show, they have
high expectations as to what they should get and deserve. The Secoya have, as far as I know, no
rules regarding what they can spend the money they make from the tourists on. It is difficult to
predict what the future might bring for the villagers, but I feel assured that whatever comes, they
will find a way to deal with it.
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Concluding remarks
Throughout this chapter I have revealed different aspects of the Secoya society today, and
changes that have, and in many dimensions still are, taking place. Numerous negative
experiences with agents from the outside over the years and feelings of powerlessness, should be
taken into account in relation to their dismissal of PSB, and might also influence their decision
concerning REDD. Further I have argued, in accordance with Vickers and Krøjer, that the Secoya
are capable of making adaptions and transformations in a highly flexible way, based on agency
and determination. On the other hand they are a heterogeneous group, with differing values,
opinions and vision of the future. Changes can therefore be reflected in a manifold ways.

The Secoya might be in a position that makes it somewhat easier to refuse such programs,
because they, unlike the Shuar, have access to some public services. However, they continue to
look for alternatives to make money, and the choice has fallen upon the eco-tourism project. I
argue that this could result in a continuation of certain practices and cultural knowledge, through
an exchange process with the tourists.

I will now move on to the Shuar village Charap, where local factors yet again play a crucial role
concerning their present and future, and involvement in PSB.
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Chapter 4. Shuar Charap- PSB, tradition and modernity

In this chapter I shall introduce the Shuar village Charap and their struggles in daily life, as well
as their recent entrance in PSB. Although some of the subjects may resemble those presented in
Chapter Three, which has special focus on changes, a comparative perspective helps to achieve a
more comprehensive analysis. I will argue that even though the small Shuar community and its
population have changed in many ways already, “a sense of Shuarness” (Perruchon, 2003)
remains. The implementation of PSB marks an interesting shift, both nationally and locally. By
analyzing cultural characteristics, relations and values I will shed some light on the obstacles that
might prevent a successful execution of the program. The combination of conservation and
development can seem paradoxical, and might prove difficult to obtain. The Shuar are not
operating in a vacuum, but have connections to different institutions and agents who have their
own strategies and goals, that might conflict with their own. I use the term “agency” to denote
how these different interests are played out. I argue that the Salesian missions, who have had a
central role in the Shuar society, might be of less importance in Charap, due to their peripheral
location. I also claim that prejudices and discrimination against indigenous people in general, and
the Shuar in particular, still is a concern in relation to PSB, as well as REDD, even though there
has been improvement.

Presentation of Charap
When I finally managed to enter the Shuar village Charap I was very pleased and anxious at the
same time. It was Pablo and the president of Remolino who took me over in a canoe and
introduced me. The village president, Ramón, and his wife Julia greeted me friendly and
accommodated me in “la casa artesenal”, one of the few houses constructed in concrete, used for
public meetings and other social activities. Shortly after my arrival close to twenty people
gathered in the house and a meeting was held where they asked me what I wanted to study and
how I wanted to do it. I told them a little about myself and why I was there. I also passed a letter
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around, where I had written some information about my project 5. They were very curious and
asked me many questions. One of the questions was how I wanted to get to know them, and if I
would visit everyone. I was fairly surprised by the details of their questions, and was not always
able to answer, but I did my best and got the impression that I was welcome. They even urged me
to have some of their chicha 6. My house was in what could be called the village center,
consisting of “my” house, the communal house next door, where the President lived with his
family, and three more houses a short walk away. One was the village school, another was an
extension of the school building and the third was the home of the elementary school- teacher and
his family. There was also a huge clearing with grass outside, where the children used to play.
The other houses in the village were scattered around in the jungle within good distance of each
other. Many of them were situated close to the main path, which went through their territory
along the river. The other houses I visited while I was there were built of wood, often twostoreyed houses. They belonged to small family – units, mostly consisting of parents and their
children.

Charap has 42 inhabitants. They have legal rights to an area of approximately 3500 hectares
(Ormaza and Bajaña). The majority of Shuar people still live in Morona Santiago and Zamora
Chinchipe, two provinces in the south of Ecuador. It was the Donoso and Tiwi families who first
migrated north to Cuyabeno, because they gradually lost their lands to the colonos. In 1980 they
united with the Jisma family and created the village Charap. In 1983 the members of the Tiwi
family migrated again and established Centro Shuar de Taikiwa not far away (Ormaza and
Bajaña). It was not until September 2007 that the village officially was defined as
“Nacionalidades de Raíces Ancestrales: Centro Indígena Shuar Charap” (Shuar Charap is of the
nationalities with ancient roots). According to Guzmán-Gallegos the law “Ley de Comunas” was
the first to recognize indigenous groups as collective owners of their lands (Guzmán-Gallegos,
2010:49). The territory of Charap is communally owned, as the practice is among most
indigenous peoples of Ecuador. Furthermore each family has the rights to, and manages three to
5

Even though I felt I had explained my project thoroughly, I later discovered that some of them thought I was there
to study plant, insects and animals, while others believed I was working for the PSB. This is a good example of how
fast misconceptions and misunderstanding can arise.
6 Chicha is common term for fermented and non-fermented beverages in parts of Latin America. It is often made of
cassava (yuca) or plantain. It is an important source to both liquid and nutrient.
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six hectares for cultivation, used to subsist the family. According to the Ecuadorian Constitution,
Article 60: “Communities (comunas) having collective land-ownership are recognized as an
ancestral form of territorial organization” (Constitution, 2008, Article 60).

Preparation of food, under the house. Photo: private

In Charap they cultivate different sorts of yucca, as well as potatoes, carrots, pineapple and
papaya etc.. They also produce coffee beans, rice and corn for commercial trade, but still the
community is described as the weakest and poorest in the Cuyabeno reserve (Ormaza and
Bajaña). They have, like the other communities in the reserve, elaborated a management plan in
coordination with the MAE, where they state that they are organized to seek development
through the conservation of natural resources in their territory (Ormaza and Bajaña). In October
2010 they signed a contract to participate in Programa Socio Bosque where 2.695 hectares of
their territory are to be under conservation. They were still in the initial phase while I was there,
seven months later, and had not yet received their first incentive.
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A “cultural transformation”
All human societies are historical. They have undergone changes that were more or less profound or fast,
depending on their own characteristics and on the events that have marked their specific history.
“Traditional” societies have never been isolated from this dynamic, even if, more recently, colonialism, and
later, cultural and economic globalization have strongly accelerated the rhythm of these changes. Tradition
has always been the result of a continuous reconstruction (Amselle quoted in Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira
et.al, 2007:24).

The Shuar society has been, and still is, continuously changing in different and locally specific
ways, as I will elaborate more profoundly throughout the chapter. It still remains important
however, to remember that not all changes are for the worse and that the tendency of becoming
more “westernized” also is a part of the continuous reconstruction. They have, like the Secoya,
been in contact with the national and global society for several centuries now, without “losing
their identity”, and they have shown an extraordinary ability to adapt to and evolve with the flows
and influences arriving at their doorstep. “The Shuar nation of Ecuador has in large measure
maintained its identity, self-determination and territory” (Sponsel, 1995:272). At the same time it
is true, as Amselle claims, that the rhythm of changes has accelerated recently and the social
landscape is also swiftly shifting. In this regard there is reason to believe that PSB, and a possible
future REDD, will contribute to some of these changes for the people in the forest, even though
the aim is to conserve both forests and cultural practices. The incentive they shall receive from
the MAE, in exchange for their conservational duties, is earmarked for development. The plans
include the construction of sanitary facilities, as well as a water-system for the school, a chickenproject and a community-store. The planned activities will likely alter parts of their everyday life
as well as the appearance of the village. What the future might bring for their “sense of
Shuarness” (Perruchon, 2003) and cultural distinctiveness is still uncertain, still I will try to
decipher some changes that are already taking place, and some that may come.

Great efforts - small rewards
Today, the people of Charap are starting to rely more and more on the money they get from
trading goods, such as vegetables and rice. They are also involved in a cocoa-project, where they
receive seeds to grow cocoa-trees. One of my informants complained about how much time
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(several years) and hard work it takes, before they actually receive any profit from this business.
This argument of great effort rewarded by a small pay, can be seen as a denominator for several
of the activities they are engaged in. One of the doubts against PSB has been that there are too
many obligations for the partners (Nuñez, 2011:12). It was difficult for me to find the list of these
obligations, as I will discuss more profoundly in the section about the MAE and PSB in Chapter
Five, which makes me concerned about how much of this information the villagers have received
and fully understood, and how well FPIC is safeguarded. These obligations mainly refer to
activities prohibited inside the area, as well as a lot of paperwork and organization. The money
they will receive annually from the MAE for twenty years, if everything goes according to plan,
is also set to a certain amount that does not take into account fluctuating market value or changes
in the economic situation. If the villagers later realize that they could have made more money had
they chosen differently, this could lead to problems both within the community as to their
relationship to the MAE, and also Fundación Natura who supports the project.

The multiple Shuar identities
In her book “I am Tsunki”, Marie Perruchon 7 writes about gender and shamanism in Shuar
society, and she claims that:

Their sense of “Shuarness” has certainly changed over the years, but that does not mean that people have
lost their shuar identity and acquired a “mestizo identity” (…) The Shuar way of living and sense of
personhood will probably be very different fifty years from the way it is now and will also continue to differ
from that of people from other areas and dissimilar living conditions (Perruchon, 2003:4).

I am also convinced that their “sense of Shuarness” will linger on, even though certain
characteristics might change. Some of my informants acted at times in contradictory ways when
they sometimes exaggerated the significance of being Shuar, while at other times they
underplayed their Shuar-identity completely.

7 Marie Perruchon is a Swedish anthropologist, married to a Shuar-man. ”I am Tsunki” is her PhD. thesis.
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I experienced some communication-problems interviewing people from the village. When asked
about how they perceived their own identity as Shuar and indígena, the concept of identity turned
out to signify something different for them. Tomás, Julia’s brother, took me around the village on
these visits. He laughed when I asked about identity, rephrased my question and translated
identidad (identity) into raca (race). The woman I interviewed on one occasion answered that
there was not much difference between the indigenous groupings at all: “Somos iguales” (we are
the same, equals). She further elaborated that although they spoke different languages, the
cultures were almost the same. It is possible that she would have answered differently if my
question had been rephrased, but I still believe she wanted to emphasize that being Shuar, not
necessarily means that they are very different from everyone else.

During my first night in the village, on the other hand, they were very keen to show me their
“Presentación Shuar”, where they proudly presented special Shuar rituals and practices, like
traditional dance and music, shamanism and healing. I believe it was a response to my inquiry to
learn more about the Shuar. They asked me how much I was willing to pay, and I got a bit taken
aback. After several weeks with the Secoya, who had never been so straightforward about asking
for money, this revealed a different attitude. I had no idea what to answer, and was afraid to
either insult them or come across as loaded with money. After a brief discussion we agreed on
200 dollars. I tried to make them understand that I was just a poor student (which was true), and
that it was more important for me to be a part of their daily life and maybe contribute in other
ways. At the same time I figured it was only fair to give them some money, to compensate for the
nuisance of my being there. I was also pleased because they could afford to buy diesel for the
canoe, and consequently go into town and vote at a referendum taking place a couple of days
later.

The Shuar- “show” displayed to me, was probably an over-simplified version, if not a
reconstruction of what they have learnt and interpreted Shuar culture to be, but it also tells an
interesting story of one of the ways they perceive their own culture. They demonstrated three
culture-specific practices, where different men were performing the leading roles in each of them.
The man, who was the village shaman, was also the shaman in the performance, and he played
his part with genuine compassion. The presentation was not as I expected though. It was after
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sunset and the only light came from two small oil lamps, so it was difficult to see anything at all.
They were talking in Shuar and things happened so fast that I barely understood when they
switched subjects. From what I could see, however, it reminded me of other stage-performances I
have seen at tourist destinations. But in spite of this, I believe the presentation was some sort of a
meta-account of what it means (for them) to be Shuar. Or what they believed I expected to see,
when I said I wanted to learn about the life of the Shuar. All the participants were dressed up in
traditional white dresses, and the shaman wore a crown made of feathers. They had facial
painting, spears and equipment for both ayahuasca 8 and medicine used for healing. In one
“scene” a man who was ill, was cured by the Shaman, muttering in Shuar and blowing medicine
at the “sick” man's stomach. The men also played traditional instruments, the flute and the drum,
during the dance. I never got a proper look at them though. They had been preparing and
practicing in the afternoon and it seemed like they enjoyed showing me their performance. I
perceived them as proud of the show, at the same time as the girls were giggling during their
“dance routine”.

Novellino’s article about the Batak from the Philippines, which I referred to in the previous
chapter, also fits in here in relation to cultural expressions and money. He writes that “the Batak
have begun to think about kultura in monetary terms” (Novellino, 2007:87), which leads to a sort
of commoditization of culture. In a sense this could be the same thing happening in Charap, as
they already charge money for their “shows”, and might expand rapidly if more and more tourists
travel to their part of the forest, and as they probably will know that the Secoya have engaged in
the tourist project. But Novellino also suspects that Batak tradition will have a revival
increasingly related to profit-making initiatives (Novellino, 2007), which is an interesting
assumption I also proposed in Chapter Three, in relation to eco-tourism.

Perruchon uses Focault’s notion of regimes of truth in relation to the work of missionary agents
among the Shuar (Perruchon, 2003:159). When the Salesians came they tried to make the
Christian God merge into the religion of the Shuar, so the transition would become natural. They

8

Ayahuasca is a hallucinogenic plant mixture, which induces a psychedelic, visionary state of mind. It is commonly
used in Shamanic practices and medicine, throughout the Amazon.
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are now “in the process of creating a new ‘regime of truth’ of what Shuarness is (Perruchon,
2003:162). Perruchon further writes:

The Salesians thus regard themselves as being entitled to decide who is Shuar and who has lost his or her
Shuar identity. This reflects a view of ethnic identity as something that can be decided from superficial
attributes, e.g. customs and clothing. The Shuar themselves, on the contrary, have a view of their ethnic
identity as something inclusive, not exclusive (Perruchon, 2003:162).

I understand the performance I witnessed as an expression of how the Shuar have learnt to
present their cultural traditions. This regime of truth emphasizes to a high degree the materialistic
aspect of Shuarness (dresses, feathers, spears etc.). As I will argue later though, the missions
might loose some of their influence on the Shuar in Charap. This could imply that the Shuar will
be more influenced by insights and notions constructed by environmentalists and the state, after
their engagement in PSB, who stresses their relations to nature. The Shuar are taking the role as
conservationists, in collaboration with the state-initiative.

Changes in Shuar practices and language
The report on the state of the different communities in the Cuyabeno Wildlife Reserve in
Sucumbiós and Orellana, written by Ormaza 9 and Bajaña 10, claims that:

The Shuar settlements in the Reserve are the ones most influenced by the West, and includes the loss of
traditional Shuar practices in the management of the gardens, rituals, and magical songs, the making of
ceramic and other crafts, among other aspects. The Shuar language however is part of the everyday life
of relationships between adults, as well as the consumption of “chicha” and magical perceptions of health
and illness linked to shamanism remains (Ormaza and Bajaña, section 4.4, my translation).

In my experience, too, their language is alive and vibrant at least among grown ups, where adults
speak “Shuar” both in informal and more formal settings. When I attended one of their Sunday
assemblies, the debates and speeches were held in both languages, and I know that they, at least
at one point, consciously spoke Shuar so that I would not understand. I am still not sure about
9

Paulina Ormaza is responsible for the co-operation with the NGO; Center for Sustainable Development, in this
project
10
Fernando Bajaña is the projects coordinator from Fundación Natura
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why that was, but on one occasion it had to do with the authorization document they got from the
MAE, thanks to me. The example shows how they are able to maneuver between the languages in
a natural and conscious way, with respect to the settings and people around. For the most part
they spoke Shuar in the realm of the house. Since I do not speak the language, I can only presume
that they gave everyday messages, regarding the household, plans and so on, but also in smalltalk, discussions and longer conversations they spoke in their native tongue. When I asked some
of the younger children if they spoke Shuar, they said that they only spoke Spanish, and Tomás,
who was 23, told me he understood, but did not speak it himself. I find this strange, because his
24-year-old sister Julia spoke fluently Shuar, so it may be a deliberate choice from his side.
Spanish, on the other hand, is the language of the state, mestizos, NGO’s and so on. It is therefore
of extreme importance to master Spanish well in dealing with these actors. Today many Shuar
men- and women, take small temporary jobs outside of the community, and to do this, they have
to speak Spanish. One of my informants has for instance worked for Petroecuador two times, on
short-term contracts. The Spanish language is also penetrating the community through popular
culture, like music and movies. One of their favorite activities in the evening was to watch
movies 11. Since watching movies demands electricity, (a scarce resource because of their limited
access to money), they could not do it as often as I think they would have liked. Consumption of
chicha is also a huge part of daily life. The sociality of drinking this beverage is striking. The
women always brought chicha for common consumption to all meetings and social gatherings,
both formal and informal.

Food and territory
The report further claims that the Shuar’s contact with different groups, such as missionaries and
colonists, has made them adopt some of their practices, with effects on their natural resources
(Ormaza and Bajaña). Changes in eating patterns, after the introduction of canned food and
noodles for example, demand an income. Even though most of their food was based on what they
collected in the jungle; yucca, fish, meat from e.g. “la Guanta” (Paca) and bananas, they ate
canned sardines and tuna when they had the chance as well. They bought oil, salt, eggs and Coke
11 The films were mostly American and must have been from the 70’s. They were dubbed into Spanish, and often
involved money, violence and sex. In my eyes ghastly, but all the Shuar, young and old, found them hilarious.
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when they (usually the men) were in town, and often these same men bought Pilsener, the most
popular beer in Ecuador, for own consumption. One of the consequences of participation in PSB
is the somewhat restricted access to huge parts of the forest. This might make them buy even
more food, which makes them become more dependent on money and other sources of income.
Furthermore, the restrictions in forestry, extractions and hunting will alter many of their
traditional activities.

Those who want to participate in PSB must fulfill many conditions before they enter; one is that
they have to officially own the land and keep documents that prove it, and another is that they
have to protect and conserve the agreed upon area by “not realizing activities that alters the
performance and refugee for biological diversity or reduce carbon-storage” (Ministerio del
Ambiente, p.22). The money received is going to benefit the whole society through development
projects chosen democratically during village-meetings, where the socios (members) of the
village are gathered. My fear is that they have been too hasty in their decision to join PSB, and
that they possibly have not comprehended all obligations too a full extent. This could in part be a
consequence of negligence in the FPIC-process, particularly in relation to informationrequirements. If they, a couple of years from now, either figures out that they do not comply with
the rules that are set and want to go back to the way it was, or they are disappointed with the
amount of money they get and the facilitating of development, they have no legal rights to do
anything about it. They are locked in the situation for 20 years, and if they choose to withdraw
from the agreement they could be financially responsible and might be forced to pay back their
incentive, or parts of it.

During an interview I had with a woman in her forties, she told me that she thought the MAE
supported the government, but was of less help to the most marginalized. She also told me that
they have received some information about PSB concerning the responsibility they have to take
care of the land that is to be protected, but she did not believe that they would receive the money.
She expressed resignation about all the rules they suddenly have to follow: “Don’t touch that or
don’t do this”, was how she perceived all the demands. She was also puzzled by my question
about climate changes, and told me she had never heard of it, nor had she heard about Fundación
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Natura. Since I know she is a socio and has attended the meetings it makes me question how
much information they actually have received.

The missions
“In Amazonia, there have been three major agents of change operating among the indigenous
groups: the state, the colonists and the missions. (…) It is the mission that has been, and still is,
the most important agent of socio-cultural change” (Perruchon, 2003:46). The Salesians have
been the missionaries of most importance among the Shuar throughout the years. They
established themselves in the region already in the late 17th century and had the overall
responsibility for education, health care and infrastructure in the native Shuar area until 1973,
through an agreement with the state (Perruchon, 2003:159-160). The Salesians have established
bilingual schools and aided in the creation of Federación Shuar in 1964, one of the first
indigenous organization in Ecuador (Selverston-Scher, 2001: 33). Even though my informants
from Charap were outspoken Catholics, I believe they are on the brink of loosing their tight
bonds with the Salesians. This is probably mostly caused by their migration far away from their
ancestral lands, and also the fact that there are relatively few Shuar in these parts of Ecuador. One
day though, they were very excited because a priest who was coming to visit. They told me he
would hold a mass for them, which they looked forward to very much. To their great
disappointment the day came and went without the priest arriving. They tried to call him with the
teacher's phone, but they did not get hold of him. I believe this incident demonstrates how they
again and again are disappointed by the people they rely and depend upon. It is further easy to
picture how these negative reaffirmations might affect their ability to trust people who come from
the outside, even if these same people bring something that they want. On the other hand, I
should be careful not to put my words in their mouths. They never showed any expressions of
anger because of what happened; I rather got the feeling of their silent acceptance and quiet
resignation.

My argument here is that Perruchon’s hypothesis; that the missions will continue to be the most
important agent for socio-cultural change, is inadequate for the Shuar of Charap. My assumption
is that for the people in Charap, and most likely Taikiwa, the Salesians are slowly becoming of

61

less importance, because they live so far away from their churches and centers in the distant
cantons, where the missions still are of great importance and influence. I base my assumption
concerning their religious aspirations and life on the overall impression I got from my time in the
village. I never observed that they had any daily religious practices. I never saw anyone pray,
read the bible or go to “church”, in fact, as far as I know, they did not have a church. Most likely
they use “la casa artesanal” (the house of traditional practices) or “la casa comunal” (the
community house), when they have religious events. I discussed religion with a man named
Carlos, who had been in charge of the priests’ visit and whom I believe was one of the most
religious men. He was very assured in his faith, but he also told me that they still have many
ancient myths that they continue to tell to the children. He also talked about how their forefathers
knew about the power of God; through the spirits they believed in, the sun, moon and earth are
only an extension of him, but they did not know God was behind it all, until the Salesians came
and told them the truth.

Their Christian faith will in all probability continue to be a part of their life, although it is not
very visible in the daily life, but I believe that the state and the different indigenous organizations
and environmental NGOs are gradually becoming more important agents of change for the Shuar
than the Salesian mission. I also believe that the Shuar themselves, will be their own engine in
shaping their future in this network, as they empower themselves in different ways.

Agency and interests among the actors
Indigenous people worldwide are increasingly recognized and appreciated for their
cultural characters and ways of life. Nationally in Ecuador, the new political legislation has given
indigenous people more rights. At the same time the government has figured they can make
indigenous peoples both a means to, and objects for, sustainable conservation. Internationally too,
indigenous peoples have gained support, and transglobal bodies, like the UN, have to a certain
degree already committed themselves through UNDRIP and PFIC, to eventually include them in
their negotiations and decision-making processes. All of these gradual shifts have slowly been
empowering indigenous people, all the way down to the local levels.
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The Shuar of Charap, although geographically isolated, are also a part of these flows and
currents. They still stay in touch with the broader Shuar society. Some of my informants had
radios so they could stay updated on what was going on in the world or listen to the Shuar
Channel, and many of them have extended family and friends living in other parts of Ecuador.
They have legal rights to their land, hold village meetings regularly, and have hopes and
aspirations for how they want to form their own future. Some of these wishes include
developmental possibilities, improved living-conditions, but also easier access to money. Their
participation in PSB can therefore be seen as a conscious action to obtain some of these goals
faster.

The article ”Sustainability, where, when and for whom?”, written by Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira
and Lana, discusses the various conceptions of sustainable development, and a case study from
Brazil. The area and people in focus have a different history than the Shuar in Amazonia, but
struggle to a certain degree with some of the same problems. The authors quoted Diegues, who
describes how “The defense of cultural diversity became an objective equivalent to those of
nature protection and preservation of biological diversity” (Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira et.al,
2007:23). They conclude that the case illustrates “the difficulty in reconciling two conceptions of
sustainable development: one that privileges natural sustainability and one that privileges social
sustainability” (Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira et.al, 2007:35).

The government of Ecuador wants to conserve the rainforest, through PSB and eventually REDD,
but also claims to be concerned with the protection of the indigenous populations. The question is
if this link between natural protection and cultural continuation is fulfilled through PSB, when the
reality is that the Shuar are not allowed to continue many of their traditional land practices. The
lessons that can be tranferred from the Brazilian case to the Ecuadorian situation is that; good
intentions of sustainability might turn upon the equilibrium between a traditional population and
their natural habitat until their social existence is treathened (Raynaut, Zanoni, Ferreira et.al,
2007).
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An article by Laura Rival 12 analyzes how two different alliances have promoted sustainable
forest management in areas owned by indigenous communities in the Chocó rainforest of
Ecuador. One was a coalition of environmental NGOs and the other a company-community
partnership. She writes that both the coalition and the partnership considered social and human
development as an intrinsic part of sustainable forest management, and they included local
participation, capacity building and skill transfer in their programs (Rival, 2007:53). However,
the local populations criticized both approaches; the “coalition” for having introduced unwanted
economic activities, and the “partners” for keeping timber prices low (Rival, 2007:53). Further,
the “local people were often treated as project recipients or targets rather than as true partners in
research, development and conservation” (Rival, 2007:69). I am concerned that this may also be
the case in the PSB-Shuar relation, even though the MAE strongly argues the opposite. A positive
aspect of PSB, however, which differs from the case Rival describes, is the villagers’ opportunity
to influence what sort of projects they want to use their money on. Although they still must
adhere to certain criteria, many of the objectives are reached through a democratic process. I hope
the incentives thus can be used in a good and realistic way and fulfill some of their aspirations.
There will be an extended analysis of discourses based on different actors and perspectives in
Chapter Five, but I would like to present one of my experiences with the Shuar, related to this
here. Perruchon explains the term discourse as common values and opinions expressed verbally.
She further stresses individual agency: how people consciously use and interpret discourse, and
that the Shuar choose discourse depending on who the listener is (or rather, who they think she or
he is) (Perruchon, 2003:36-37).

When I interviewed the Shaman in Charap, Isac, I experienced that he had very clear expectations
of me, and was trying to make me help him get something he desired. Immediately after I had
asked to do the interview about my project, he started to talk about another project. He told me he
would like to have computers and Internet connection in the village. I got very confused at first,
and tried to explain that I was not involved in any kind of development project, especially not
including computers. But he continued to talk about how great and helpful it would be for them,
and that he could work as some sort of administrator, and take computer classes and so on. I

12

Laura Rival is an anthropologist, with experience from several native people in Ecuador
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asked if it would be difficult to have computers without stable electricity, but he said that la
planta (the aggregat) would take care of that, no problem. After a while I tried to get back to my
own thesis by explaining once more about my project being more of an investigation, where I
would write about them, rather than actually doing something for them. We laughed (at the
misunderstanding on my part) and eventually he let me ask the questions I had prepared.

A further example of how the Shuar deliberately take advantage of situations that could serve
their interests, is the president’s actions after I was attacked. He asked for, and got, a formal
authorization from the MAE, for the community to decide that only people they know and give
permission are allowed inside their territory. I am not sure how this will be played out, but the
main road passes most of the houses and is pretty easy to keep under surveillance. This
authorization was probably, in my opinion, something they have been wanting for some time, and
what happened to me was just a suitable opportunity for them to demand it. There are several
reasons for why I believe this, but one of them is that my attacker was known by some of the
people in the community (like the president), to my knowledge they are in fact cousins. This is
not to say that it was planned or intended by anyone else than the guy who did it. I simply argue
that they are good at using unforeseen events, and the like, to their own advantage.

Chernela writes about how the Awa in many ways “changed their minds”, and used it as a
strategy to achieve what they wanted. In the Awa-case this happened when they perceived that
their political autonomy or fundamental interests were threatened in the creation of the project
(Chernela, 1995:258). It is not unlikely that the Shuar could use similar methods if the PSB
program turns out differently than they expect. If that happens, it will almost certainly create
huge problems for them and probably also legal sanctions. Indigenous people also have a
reputation for being unreliable among other Ecuadorians, as I will elaborate in the section called
“Discrimination”.

Whose voices are being heard?
“Young missionary-educated teachers and politicians are able to use a more formal and general
discourse, which is not only founded in personal experience and is therefore more easily
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accessible and understandable for westerners” (Perruchon, 2003:5). This statement by Perruchon
is highly relevant to consider in the implementation of both PSB and REDD in indigenous
communities. Since these programs are created, developed and designed at high levels in society,
both international and national, they are bound to be perceived as both foreign and to a certain
degree arcane for the locals, if not thoroughly examined and explained. Ziegler-Otero also
stresses how “someone who understood both worlds needed to work as go-between for the
Huaorani people” (Ziegler-Otero, 2004:78), in the creation of ONHAE 13 (The Organization of
the Huaorani Nation of The Ecuadorian Amazon). These someone’s were usually young,
educated men with more experience in working with the white and mestizo world (Ziegler-Otero,
2004:78). It is likely that those of the local people with the capacities to understand, and interpret
papers and words receive a more central role in the implementation of PSB and REDD. The
young, educated people with the best skills in Spanish and western discourses are easier to
communicate with, and they more quickly get an understanding of what is expected. This may
ultimately result in an exclusion of the more skeptical people with less skill in formulating their
opinions, in a western way.

It was a Shuar community in Morona Santiago that first took on a PSB pilot project. The NGO
Pachamama has interviewed several of the inhabitants and collected their experiences and
opinions on the project. One of the discoveries they made was that there was confusion about the
concept desarrollo (development) among the Shuar. One of their informants told them that
development can only take place when the people vision it in their own way, and not in a way
that is imposed upon them (Fundación Pachamama, 2010:46, my translation)

Value systems and the question of power
“In a society there exist different value systems, and which of these are publicly accepted is
ultimately a question of power” (Den Hollander cited in Perruchon, 2003:37). Perruchon stresses
that informal discourses are often overlooked or ignored, also by scientists, while they could say
much about other sentiments and values in a society. It is difficult to say what the publicly
accepted value system in Charap is at the present, but some of the values were revealed through
13

The similar Shuar, Quechua and Siona-Secoya organizations also inspired ONHAE.
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the subjects they talked about the most. The Shuar are dependent on the forest, plants and
creatures there, but are continuously tempted by easy money, material goods and alcohol. I
believe many changes are already in the making and conflicting understandings of their situation
leads to a differing value system. A power system in change is also contributing to an even more
complex picture. Ramón was elected president in spring 2010, after the previous president (his
father’s brother) died. However, like in Remolino, the recently adapted democratic system might
not necessarily automatically distribute authority, even though it gives some power. As Weber,
quoted in Perruchon, argues; there may be power without authority, but authority cannot exist
without power (Perruchon, 2003:103).

I also got the feeling that, as much as three more men, in addition to Ramón, had high status in
the village. The first one was the teacher, who came with his wife and children from Morona
Santiago, a couple of weeks before my arrival. They planned to stay for a couple of years. The
teacher was well regarded in the village, and he was also the only one with a cellphone. In
addition to living in one of the few concrete houses, they had a cocinetta, and a “toilet”. He was
paid by the government to teach, which means that he most likely earned more money than
anyone else in the village. When I went to the police station, in Lago Agrio, with Ramón to file a
report on the assault, the teacher came to assist us in the process. They also had the money to stay
in a hotel in Lago Agrio, while Ramón did not. Another powerful man in the village was Isac, the
shaman. Whether this is because he actually performed shamanism or magic I am not sure, but
there must be a reason why he still holds authority. He was very proud of being the shaman, and
he came across as a very likeable and jovial man. He showed off his crown, his rifle and his
traditional home made bucket for chicha, when I visited him and insisted I had to take photos.
The last man I want to mention, Carlos, was the owner of the only canoe in the village. People
were dependent on his goodwill (and money) if they needed a ride. The only other opportunity
they had was to hitchhike with passing boats, and pay them an amount of 2,50 dollars.

Small places- big problems

During my fieldwork in Charap I got involved in what I suspect is an ongoing conflict between
different village members, families and even inside families. This happened at what turned out to
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be my last night in Charap (partly because of what I was told this particular evening). I had been
invited over to Tomás and his mother Elena, the president’s mother-in-law, for dinner. I was the
only one having dinner, entertained by Daniel, Tomás’s younger brother, who skillfully played
the guitar, and by other family members, who came to chat with me in turns. I could sense that
something was brewing, and at one point I overheard what I suspected was a quarrel. After I had
finished eating, I was pulled aside by Elena, who was whispering intense and fast to me about my
mobile, and how she knew that Ramón stole it from me the night I was attacked. I was confused
and tried to make sense of what I was told, but the way I understood it, she had seen Ramón
hiding it, and later asked her children to steal it back. I was grateful to get my mobile back, but
the charger and SIM-card were still missing and this upset Elena even more. We went back to the
communal house, and this was where I got to witness how Elena scolded her daughter, Julia. She
yelled at her for not behaving like an honorable woman, and that she should immediately go and
get my charger. This quarreling technique is described by Perruchon as “hablar a alguin”, and
implies one active and one passive part (Perruchon, 2003:109). She further explains that it is
important between close relatives not to use physical violence, but that once they fight it is
difficult to be friends again (Perruchon, 2003:109). I felt very uncomfortable and partly guilty for
what was happening, at the same time, as I was surprised Julia did not defend herself. When we
were alone in the house I tried to talk to her, to understand fully what was going on, and why
Ramón had my cellphone, but I realized that she did not know that Elena had given it back to me.
I felt really bad for both myself, and her, when she nervously tried to find the “missing” mobile,
but it did not feel right to contribute more to this conflict I was dragged into, without
understanding more of what was behind it all.

I do not have the full picture of what this conflict was about, but obviously this was not only
about my mobile, whoever stole it from whom. What is possible to make out of it though, is that
there was a disagreement within the community, with alliances striving for power. Moreover
could this conflict become a problem when it comes to communal projects, like Socio Bosque or
REDD that involves money, territory and work. Elena also told me she neither liked nor trusted
Ramón as president. She said that; “All he cares about is money and things. For me, money is not
important, I just want to work in the forest and eat my food”. Whether this statement is
completely true or not is difficult for me to say, considering my limited time with these people,
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but it stresses the existence of conflicts of interest, and knowledge about the discourse of changes
taking place and different notions of value. If there are more conflicts of this sort, and there
probably are, then the participation in PSB can fuel them further. Disagreements concerning how
they should spend their incentives, and who would benefit the most from it are a likely scenario.
It is also a possibility that Ramón, as the village president and main promoter of their PSB
project, could become increasingly unpopular if it does not live up to everyone’s expectations.
While I was there, influential residents (his father and the shaman among others) supported him,
but continued to express uncertainty about whether they would receive the incentives or not.
Perruchon writes that there is no clear space for resolving conflicts anymore, and that, while they
before could hinder conflicts through avoidance, this is more difficult today, due to nucleated
living (Perruchon, 2003:109). She also claims that: “Conflicts are never settled, then, just
temporarily less interesting. They are latent, and the memories are activated whenever needed
(Perruchon, 2003:109). It is therefore of extreme importance that those who implement PSB and
REDD are aware of such potential conflict-situations, and have the insight and capacity to deal
with it.

Sociality
“The social requires individual agency for its existence and vice versa, and thus are they
constitutive of one another” (Overing and Passes, 2000:18-20). “In other words, sociality is about
the relationships that bind people together (Ingold 1994a)” (Perruchon, 2003:14). I got the
impression that it is very important to meet, greet and talk to friends and family as often as
possible, to secure friendship and alliances. Ramón visited his father’s house at least once a day,
and in the afternoons the same group of people (more or less), were hanging around the teacher’s
house, chatting and drinking chicha. When Tomás guided me around in the forest, and we walked
past a couple of houses, he told me that “this man, and that man are sucio” (dirty/filthy). We
stopped at one of the places to do an interview, but he was not at home so we continued the trip.
Now I realize that the people I interviewed probably are all socios, and of the same group, and
that there probably are other people with different opinions, that I did not get the opportunity to
meet, because of my affiliation with certain informants.
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Discrimination
As mentioned in the introduction, indigenous people have been in contact with people “from the
outside” for centuries, and the relationships have mostly been of a negative character, with both
those of exploitation and abuse. The general view on indigenous people in Ecuador has been one
based on racism and discrimination, as is the case in Latin America generally. Murky sentiments
are still lingering under the surface, even though the political wave of socialism that has swept
over the continent brings new hope. President Rafael Correa, in spite of his middle-class
background and education in economics, went to the ballots backed by indigenous organizations
and recreated the constitution in a framework of “Sumak Kawsay”. Today, his popularity is
declining though, and those from the upper-middle class view him as fake and power-hungry,
while many indigenous peoples feel disappointed and deceived. When Correa held a speech the
day the new constitution was to be promulgated he declared that the “principle dangers” to the
citizens’ revolution was from “extreme leftism and infantile environmentalism and indigenaism”
(The News Library cited in Reed, 2011:532). “The man who had reached presidency largely
owing to their support (…) emerged as a new public foe of the larger indigenous movement”
(Reed, 2011:532).

Many of those I spoke with in Charap expressed that they felt cheated by President Correa. They
told me about how he had promised money to the poor, but then just forgot about them when he
finally was elected. They also accused him of being corrupt. At the referendum that was held
while I was there, they voted for his political opponent Lucio Guitiérrez 14. I believe they must
have been visited by some of Lucio’s campaigners because they were all wearing worn-out tshirts with Lucio’s name and picture on. Even though they are too isolated, even for basic public
services, they are never too far away when their votes are needed. The Secoya of Remolino, on
their part, were still voting for Correa. On May 7th 2011, the public referendum was held in
public places, such as schools and sports-arenas in the nearby mestizo-towns. As far as I know,
everyone from Charap went to vote, women and men alike, and I got the feeling that this was
very important to them. In the following days those with radio were listening to find out who
won, and they were discussing the results between themselves.

14

Guitiérrez is the leader of Partido Sociedad Patriótica 21 de enero.
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Forest trip with Shuar man, wearing Lucio for President t-shirt. Photo: private

The Shuar of Charap is, in my experience, eager to be approved of and respected by outsiders, or
“mestizos”. This became very explicit one day I went to the city with the Village President and
his wife, among others. When we arrived with the canoe at the place where the buses to Tarapoa
and Lago Agrio leave from, they hid behind a house and changed from their everyday clothes
into “city-clothes”. Back in the village they only wore old t-shirts, many of them dirty and ripped
because of hard work, shorts and either rubber boots or bare-feeted. This day Julia wore make up,
which she usually did not, and was dressed in a skirt, pink top and high heels. Ramón was
wearing blue jeans, a t-shirt from a famous brand and new sneakers. This observation also
corresponds with Perruchon’s claim that the middle-class regard the Shuar as filthy, uncivilized,
inferior beings, which makes them accommodate to a mestizo lifestyle when going into town
(Perruchon, 2003:6).
I also asked Ramón one time if he ever felt discriminated because he is Shuar, or “indígena”, and
he told me that he was, but did not elaborate further. What kind of discrimination he could have
meant I experienced a couple of days later. This was after I decided to return to Charap, after the
incident with the assailant. Glenn and I was asked by our contacts in Fundación Natura to visit
Doctor Luis Borbor, the director of the Cuyabeno Reserve in the MAE, at his office just outside
Tarapoa. I thought he wanted to make sure I was all right, but it turned out to be rather the
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opposite. He assured us that if we chose to go back into this area he would not take any
responsibility for what might happen to us (not that he had been of any help so far). He strongly
recommended us, in a way that felt more like a command, not to go back at all. As if this was not
unpleasant enough, he also started to talk badly about the people we had been living with for
several weeks. He told us that indigenous people could not be trusted and that they were just
hanging around all day, drinking from their chicha-bowls. He further asked us if we had seen
them feed their children, and answered his own question before we even got to open our mouths.
“No, they don’t care about giving them food, they just give them chicha”. He explained to us how
impossible it was for the ministry to make deals with them, because they change their minds all
the time. “One day they say “yes”, and the next day they say “no””, ended his bustling and
judgmental speech.

I want to emphasize that this opinion expressed here, can only be attributed to this specific
person, and that I met people from the MAE with completely different views, and also a man
with Shuar-background. Nevertheless, it is mind puzzling if Dr. Borbor, in his position, spreads
these racist and generalized opinions. It makes it likely that similar perceptions of indigenous
people exist other places too. For instance, in Quito I talked to many “middleclass mestizos” who
were quite condescending of indigenous people and who urged me to take care, because they
were supposedly thieves and criminals the whole lot of them. This again, surely has implications
for Socio Bosque, and eventually REDD. PSB is advertised as a contract between equals, but
when one of the two partners is considered inferior in the first place, the statement becomes
unconvincing. It also makes the situation difficult for organizations like Fundación Natura. They
have to try and maintain their trust and good relationships with the communities, while at the
same time stay useful for MAE. In Charap, I was told that Miguel León, from Fundación Natura,
had been of good assistance when they went through the documents in preparation for their
participation, so that they could understand everything. The president admitted that the language
was difficult, and that they needed this kind of support. I read some of the papers myself and they
were very formal and the language bureaucratic. My worry, as I have previously pointed out, is
that the consultation and information work is done in too much of a hurry and on the MAE’s
premises, and not based on PFIC, as it should be. If, people like Luis Borbor, is in charge of these
processes, it is even more reason to fear a rightful execution. The question is further, if all
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irregularities, or hastily made decisions can be prevented or revealed when the paperwork seems
to be in order, and signed by the parties involved.

Concluding remarks
Throughout this chapter I have explored how the Shuar of Charap have endured severe cultural
changes, and how PSB might add to some of these. I have also explored how their specific
situation situated far way from their original territories and in the midst of an area under
conservation, have affected them in different ways. I have argued that in spite of the many
changes it is highly likely that their sense of shuarness will linger on, although in different and
not necessarily predictable ways. Although the Shuar are partly isolated, they are still part of the
wider society, and have been for centuries. This means that both international and national trends
will find their ways to the Shuar eventually. Indigenous people’s situation is slowly improving,
after several years of relentless struggles, and causes a higher degree of self-determination and
the acknowledgement of their rights. In spite of this, PSB has been accused of being yet another
way for the state to control indigenous people’s territories. My concern is that many of the preconditions to FPIC have been neglected, and that the Shuar, to some extent, may have been
mislead. In my experience they have very high expectations towards improvements in the village
and the acquiring of money, and not too much awareness concerning the work they actually have
to conduct. As an extension of this, it is possible that they simply have reached for the only
option available to them at the moment. Yet another reason why PSB, and eventually REDD,
might fail is the continuing presence of prejudices and discrimination against indigenous people.
These sentiments among the people working on and executing the conservation programs,
exemplified by Luis Borbor, could have a very negative influence on both relationships and
collaboration.
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Chapter 5. A Future for REDD and PSB?

Unstable relationships
Trust is the undisputed foundation for all good relationships and cooperation. The lack of trust
and suspiciousness though, is often what characterizes indigenous peoples’ relationships to other
actors, and to the state in particular. History reveals how marginal groups have been victims of
other men’s way to wealth over the centuries. Racism and discrimination still occur in present
Ecuador and I suggest that these factors, among others, play a crucial role in the way Shuar and
Secoya conduct themselves and make decisions in negotiations for possible participation in
various projects. The disadvantages and failures of the top-down approach have been generally
recognized, and conservation projects have strived to achieve a more including participation in
several ways. Challenges persist though, and when the different actors suddenly have to
cooperate, as equals in a risky project, while they still have objections against one another, trust is
undermined, uncertainty is created and this leads to risks of failure (Beck, 2008:10).

In the transnational process of creating and designing REDD there has come to be a pronounced
interest in the inclusion of and respect for indigenous peoples, based on the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), and PFIC, which is encompassed in
UNDRIP (UNDRIP, Article 32.3). Still, skeptical voices concerning the actual reality of this
promise, as well as the sincerity of the intentions behind, have been raised more than once. The
same concerns about PSB have also been articulated, and among these are doubts considering
inequity in the contract, too many obligations for the partners and the lack of guarantees against
oil and mining activities (Núñez, 2011:12). Different NGOs, and indigenous organizations have
come to play an important role as both facilitators of conservation projects, and defenders of local
peoples rights, and their role as intermediaries will probably become of even more importance in
the near future.
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Differing views
In this chapter I shall provide more of a contextual analysis where I connect some of the findings
from the previous chapters in a more general debate on PSB and REDD. I want to include an
analysis of different discourses that I believe will shed light on parts of the complexity of the
design and implementation process of the forest conservation programs in indigenous
communities, exemplified by the villages in question here. The analysis will try to grasp how the
different actors express their views, ideas and sentiments about PSB and/or REDD and how this
can contribute to the regeneration of inequalities from the past, but also the ways Shuar and
Secoya people try to influence their own future. In Ecuador there are a plethora of NGOs working
for the environment and indigenous communities, with differing opinions on REDD and PSB. In
this chapter I shall look at how three of these NGOs position themselves in this landscape, The
analysis will encompass public statements and information found on websites connected to the
UN, different NGOs and other organizations, political legislations and experiences from my own
fieldwork. By using this method I seek to illustrate how different institutions and actors are
communicating, both written and oral, their views on forest conservation (projects) and the
people connected to this, and how they in the process include and exclude information, according
to what they believe is important. I believe an examination of different discourses provides useful
information about the different actors’ agency and strategies. My empirical data, examined in the
previous chapters, suggests that both Shuar and Secoya consciously use and interprets discourses,
often in concealed ways, after individual agency.

First there will be a short introduction of the theoretical framework of discourses and ways to
analyze discourses, as presented in the section on analytical perspectives. In the subsequent
sections I shall examine statements made by different actors, central in my thesis, to identify and
depict their discourses, and make an analysis of what these different understandings might come
to mean in the context of the implementation of REDD and PSB. The interpretation of
discourse offers an overview to how the various actors talk about and imagine the situation.
However, it gives a limited impression of what the actual practice following the discourses
actually is. I am aware of this weakness, but nevertheless believe that the insight can provide
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useful information. I will also draw on my empirical data where this can contribute to a broader
understanding of how the various parties construct their reality.

Analysis of discourses
The literature on discourses is comprehensive and spans across various academic disciplines. The
sociologist Focault is by many seen as the forefather of the concept (see Dove and Carpenter,
2008), but here I choose to quote John S. Dryzek, Professor of Social and Political Theory, who
in his book “The Politics of the Earth, Environmental Discourses” defines discourse as:

(…) a shared way of apprehending the world. Embedded in language, it enables those who subscribe to it to
interpret bits of information and put them together in coherent stories or accounts. Discourses construct
meanings and relationships, helping to define common sense and legitimate knowledge. Each discourse
rests on assumptions, judgments, and contentions that provide the basic terms for analysis, debates,
arguments, and disagreements (Dryzek, 2005:9).

Discourses are irrevocably connected to power, and compete with each other in order to obtain
hegemony, and by that become bearer of the “truth” (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2008, my
translation). This also correlates with how the social anthropologist Kalland describes the
presence of power in discourses; “(…) we can talk about a hegemonic or dominant discourse that
defines the ‘natural order of things’ (…) Power is therefore an indispensable aspect of discourse”
(Kalland, 2009:4). In the book “Discourse analysis in praxis”, by Hitching, Nilsen and Veum,
different forms of discourse analysis are explored. What they have in common is the investigation
of human created communicative phenomena, established in different social settings (Hitching
and Veum, 2011:11, my translation). The method involves finding out how meaning is created
or constructed in different contexts, it is therefore concerned with epistemological
questions (Hitching and Veum, 2011:12, my translation). Language and text are of course an
essential part of the data material, but often accompanied by other resources that contribute to the
message, such as music or pictures. The multimodality allows various resources for meaningmaking to interact in a coherent statement (Hitching and Veum, 2011:12, my translation).
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The power of definition in the context of discourse
Weber defines power as: “the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a
position to carry out his own will despite the resistance of other participants” (Overing and
Rapport, 2007:338). What is important here though, is who the empowered actors are, and in
what ways they exercise this power. Power exists in various forms and on different levels, as I
will try to demonstrate, and is often expressed through discourses.

REDD can be said to have an ambivalent view on the knowledge and management-skills of
indigenous people and other forest dwellers, which again can be said to affect how the latter are
perceived. They are at the one hand praising indigenous people for managing their territories in a
way that begets conservation. But when these same people are to become a part of REDD, they
are suddenly lacking in vital knowledge and capacity. Hence they need to be tutored by
conservation experts, often from rich, developed countries, to make the conservation initiatives
work. This contradiction between rhetoric and practice is disturbing, and elucidate a muchdiscussed problem in the conservation and -development debate. Furthermore the dual
descriptions can be described as a dominant discourse, connected to those who have the power to
set the agenda or, as Kalland writes; define the ‘natural order of things’ (Kalland, 2009:4). The
danger of making “the developed countries of the north” the experts, and local people only
recipients of this expertise has been severely debated by scholars. Escobar asks whether:
(…) activists and conservationists [are] forever doomed to bring nature into the realm of modern planning to
ensure conservation? And if so, how can this be done without reinforcing coloniality (that is,, the
subalternization or even elimination of local grammars and knowledge of the environment) at both cultural
and ecological levels? (Escobar, 2008:9).

This is also an appropriate question to ask in relation to REDD, as powerful stakeholders
undoubtedly are the ones who have created and designed it. What remains a central issue is the
continuation of a power-balance in favor of those who already possess it. By refusing the direct
participation of indigenous peoples, among others, REDD remains in a way a colonial project,
like Escobar addresses. It is also clear that PSB leads to certain restrictions for forest dwellers
who decide to participate. This implies a view of the so-called “partners” as threats to their own
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environment. Moreover, if my concerns about the lack of inclusion of indigenous peoples are
real, then what Escobar stresses might be justifiable, anew.

This critique is recounted by some indigenous organizations and NGOs, exemplified by CONAIE
(the Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador) and Acción Ecológica. They accuse
REDD projects of being a new form of colonization, where nature is forced to become a part of
the monetary system in a more comprehensive way than before. They fear that the forest and
forest people thereby automatically adopt the “Capitalistic world view”. Acción Ecologica claims
in the article “REDD+ and the Ecuadorian SocioBosque Programme: an award for deforestation
and massive usurpation of territories” that: “REDD [will] favour privatizing the atmosphere (…)
and put power over the forest in the hands of the polluters” (Acción Ecologica, p.81) Further:

(…) the REDD mechanism is correctly called “CO2lonialism of the forests” since it allows polluting
companies from the North to acquire rights to pollute in exchange for an economic contribution for forest
conservation. REDD reduces forests to mere carbon sinks (Acción Ecologica, p.81).

The article calls the situation polemic, because conservation is an activity the communities have
been practicing for several years, and when money is brought into the equation it distorts the
meaning of protecting livelihoods since it thereby commodifies it (Acción Ecologica, p.83). The
organizations is also arguing that nature, or Mother Earth, has an intrinsic value that becomes left
out in both REDD and PSB, whose concealed goal is to make rich people grow richer.

Those who support REDD on the other hand, claim that REDD is a way for both developed and
developing countries to work together in preventing climate change, which is seen as a common
political goal internationally. This issue of REDD is extremely complex though and the two sides
are in strong opposition. Their opinions are expressed through their discourses, where they
construct their meanings based on assumptions and judgments. Even though international and
national governments still might hold the definition power, the civil society has become
strengthened in recent years, and their message is reaching out in places it never did before,
partly due to technological progress.
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Local power struggles
In the Amazon region the indigenous societies have for the most part been egalitarian, politically
decentralized and fundamentally organized around gender and kinship (Århem, 2004:331). One
of the characteristics of power in Amazonia has traditionally been that nobody has any control
over another persons labor or products and more specifically, in Shuar societies’, a personal
autonomy that emphasizes that no one has the right to force his or her will upon another
(Perruchon, 2003:106). As described in Chapter Three and Four, both the Shuar and the Secoya
have adopted a democratic governance model. A community president is elected for two years by
the so-called socios, consisting of different members of the community, both men and women.
They have meetings and make decisions on behalf of the community, including the decision to
participate in PSB, which affects every villager’s right to labor and land in direct ways.

These, quite comprehensive, changes in traditional power within the indigenous societies have
already taken place, but there is reason to believe that changes in the criteria for obtaining power
also will be accelerated through the participation in conservation projects (see West, 2006). I will
argue that shifts in access to position will take place among the Shuar and the Secoya, when- and
if they become more engaged in state-run activities of conservation. As was discussed in the
Shuar chapter, everyone in Charap speaks Spanish fluently, while their literal skills are often
poor. In a situation of participation in PSB, they are thus “dependent” on people in possession of
these skills. And those in the community with better access to these dexterities and knowledge
will probably increase their status and become important individuals. This might further lead to
conflicts within the community. The same applies to the Secoya, where good reading skills are
rare, especially among the permanent residents. Some people “belonging” to the village, but
working outside in larger cities, could in this regard become vital actors, because they are far
better equipped to understand, negotiate and relate to outsiders. The controversial side of the
inequities is that these differences can lead to more power for individuals, due to their knowledge
in Spanish, reading and writing abilities, network outside the village etc.. Some have also adopted
new values, perspectives and opinions, and with their renewed power they might make decisions
that the majority does not agree with. It is also likely that persons living more or less outside the
society/village, have other wishes for the development there than those who have chosen to stay
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and continue to live more according to tradition. This might further lead to conflicts within the
communities.

The conservation as development (and visa versa) discourse
Paige West claims in her book “Conservation is our development now” (2006), that conservation
projects have become incommensurably intertwined with the notion of development at many
levels. “The conservation rhetoric now incorporated development discourses as the central
method for achieving biodiversity conservation globally” (West, 2006:35). She demonstrates how
the NGOs working with a conservation project in Crater Mountain, New Guinea, view the local
people as threats to the environment, and how this is expressed in what they publish and how
employees talk. In comparing the narratives of the NGOs with those of the local people, she
outlines how the latter has come to fathom development as something that they are promised by
whites if they work hard and protect the nature, but they never get it even though they work hard.
This has resulted in many conflicts, also within the community.

Furthermore, she looks at the ways nature becomes “commodified” by the NGOs, when they call
nature “biological capital”, and connect it to the economic “health” of the planet that is
endangered by “our heedless actions” (West, 2006:38-39). Their solution to the problems of
destruction, ironically, is to continue integrating “out-of-the-way-places” into commodity-based
systems. The supposedly contradiction between growth and conservation is thereby removed
when the same commodification is seen as the solution to the environmental changes produced
by late capitalism (West, 2006:43). The Gimi, in comparison, sees nature as “a storehouse for
matter that is in constant exchange with persons” (West, 2006:48). They give conservation(themselves)- in exchange through established social relations, for what they see as development,
but they are never satisfied with what they get. West points out that the problem for the NGOs
often is that they don’t have the resources, tools or possibilities to meet Gimis expectations of
development, and that they are stuck in a situation of permanent inadequacy (West, 2006).

I believe that the fusion of conservation and development discourses locally, discussed by West,
is gaining hold in other places too. I see many resemblances here to the situation in Charap and
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Remolino. The locals’ expectations of development are “unrealistically” high in many respects.
For example is there confusion in Charap concerning what they are allowed to do with their
territory, now that it is under the PSB contract. Several people expressed their desire for caraccess to make trade less expensive and time-consuming, but this would involve removal of
forest that the program does not allow. There is also a limit as to how much they will be able to
sell, as the areas for personal cultivation is restricted. In Remolino, by comparison, the majority is
against the state’s plans to construct such infrastructure through their territory. The opinions on
these matters are not at all homogenous though, and there is a tendency to differing views,
especially across generations, also in reference to consumption of mestizo-food and access to
commodities such as TV and cellphones. In Charap the disappointment of not having a high
school/college in the village was expressed many times to me, and also the lack of medicines and
other necessities. People generally talked more about what they wanted in developmental goods,
than about the conservational work they have to conduct. As recounted in Chapter Four, one
woman also expressed her frustration with a prominent man in the village, and how he just cared
about money, while she wanted to live a simple life according to tradition.

“The UN has declared sustainable development and climate change linked with equity and the
elimination of extreme poverty as a top priority to be operationalized and mainstreamed systemwide” (Puntenney, 2009: 311). I want to argue that there is a built-in contradiction between the
concept of conservation, and the concept of development, which in the leading discourses of
conservation-as-development programs is tried bridged by the notion of sustainable development.
As we will see this has also come to be reflected in REDD.

The UN-discourse on conservation
The massive and complex material to draw upon makes it close to impossible to fathom every
aspect of the subject, and I have to limit the discussion to what I believe is most interesting for
my research question. I will start my analysis at the top level by looking at ways in which the
conservation discourse is expressed in the UN, in relation to the REDD program. I also want to
account for how the UN in this context, communicate their view on the people living in and off
the forest, especially indigenous peoples.
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“(…) An immense institutional/managerial apparatus is presently descending on “the
environment” much as it once did on development” (Brosius, 1999:365). The origin of REDD
was the idea of forest conservation as an effective way to reduce emissions, because “The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimates that the cutting down of forests is
now contributing close to 20 per cent of the overall greenhouse gases entering the atmosphere”
(Press release United Nations, 2008). In this respect, it becomes a solution to one of the biggest
problems leading to climate change. The “problems” and “solutions”, defined by the UN, are all
grounded in “incontestable” facts and evidences, proven by world leading scientists, and agreed
upon in conferences and committees 15. When Prime Minister of Norway Jens Stoltenberg and
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon made the first agreement on this new initiative at the Bali
conference in 2007, they both gave statements like: “The battle against climate change cannot be
won without the world’s forests” and ”We must reduce deforestation if we are to succeed in
fighting climate change” (Press release United Nations, 2008). The clear connotations to war
concepts are striking, and an interesting finding in itself. It symbolizes both will and strength to
go to war against the “evil enemy” climate change, and glory if we manage to save the virginal
forest. It is also a way of creating the illusion of an “us” against something “out there”. This
positioning brings us together, which is what the concept of United Nations is all about. Another
consequence of constructing climate change as the enemy, separated from us, is that we stop
being a part of the problem. On the contrary we are re-constructed as the saviors, bringing with us
the solution. It is like climate change was never our fault in the first place. However, the fight
against climate change coincides with the other global battles we are fighting at the moment; “the
war on crime”, “the war on drugs”, and "the war on poverty”, the list goes on. The REDDdiscourse, created by important actors, gives the impression of leaders that are energetic and
ready to take action, and the way their message is communicated leaves little doubt concerning
what we have to do to conquer climate change. It could be remarked though, that looking more
profoundly into the literature on REDD, shades and nuances become visible. Still it is important
for them to come through with a simple and favorable message, to legitimize their actions.

15

This is not to say that the facts are not contested. Many do not believe in human induced climate change, but here I
will focus on the leading discourse of the UN, where this is generally agreed upon, rather than go into the debate
concerning climate skeptics.
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“From its original conception REDD was not going to be an aid project, but a commercial one”
(Howell 2012a:8). When REDD was established, the focus was almost exclusively on strategies
against deforestation and forest degradation, before the forest people came to be included (see
Howell, 2012a). Several co-benefits, like the role of conservation, sustainable management and
enhancement of forest stocks illustrated by the”+” behind REDD, were included to make it
encompass more (or too much as some argue). When people were mentioned it was both
indirectly as a threat to forests (through slash and burn agriculture, logging etc.), and as possible
beneficiaries for incentives, ensuring their needs, in exchange for protecting the forest that “they
can use on much needed development” (Press release United Nations, 2008).

This has been criticized severely by many, both academics and the civil society. Development is
also, in my opinion, juxtaposed with conservation in the UN discourse, when it is taken for
granted that the undeveloped countries will become developed through conservation activities,
once they are paid for by the already developed countries. The rhetoric can in many ways be seen
as a circular argument; they aim to kick-start conservation by bringing development (money) to
the people that will beget the conservation, and in this way the conservation brings development.
It gives an impression of conservation and development inextricably linked together. This
discourse is also transferred to a higher level. On the website of the UN-REDD Programme the
question of whether REDD is a way of making money or saving the planet, is answered as
following:”(…) it is about making money and conserving the planet too and if REDD can be
structured right, the money will be made not just by carbon traders, but also by developing
countries and communities for providing the forest-based carbon storage service” (the UN-REDD
Programme, 2009b).

The negotiation-processes, where the outline of REDD is discussed and written down, take place
in meetings arranged by the UN and are exclusively for the delegations that are representing each
nation. The discussions are conducted in a bureaucratic language with an emphasis on policymaking. There are a number of meetings, and a lot of time is spent creating the exact text of the
documents that each country can agree upon. For an institution like the UN it is extremely
important to reach consensus between nations, because they have no mechanism for punishing
countries that disobey (Merry, 2006:38-47). The process is time consuming and tedious work,
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and in spite of the promises of inclusion, the civil society and indigenous representative’s roles
have been limited so far. “(…) The framework within which deforestation will be governed
globally is negotiated in a forum that does not give agency to actors other than national
governments” (Schroeder, 2010:322). Hope still exists for a more formalized position for these
actors though; through UNDRIP, adopted by the General Assembly September 13th, 2007. The
Articles are, for the most part, referring to the rights of indigenous peoples within the states, but
Article 41 articulates the obligations of the UN:

The organs and specialized agencies of the United Nations system and other intergovernmental
organizations shall contribute to the full realization of the provisions of this Declaration (…). Ways and
means of ensuring participation of indigenous peoples on issues affecting them shall be established
(UNDRIP, Article 41).

Schroeder has written an article on indigenous peoples agency in international climate
negotiations. She finds that indigenous peoples and forest communities are being consulted and
invited to provide input, but they are not able to participate directly and as a consequence their
agency remains week and indirect (Schroeder, 2010:abstract). This exemplifies the continuing
dominance of the state (Schroeder, 2010:321). She still emphasizes, however, that “while the
REDD design process has not changed the marginalization of indigenous peoples internationally
or domestically in many countries, they have benefitted from the formation of a network of
transnational advocacy coalitions in the 1980s and 1990s” (Schroeder, 2010:326).

The discourse of the MAE: bridging conservation and poverty alleviation
I will argue that the same equation between conservation and development is drawn in the
presentation of the national program Socio Bosque. It is meant to combine ecosystem
conservation with poverty alleviation, by giving landowners incentives that they have to use on
development that meets the specific problems of the communities.

When I tried to find out exactly what the activities and obligations involved in “conservation”,
according to PSB, would be, I encountered difficulties. Not anywhere did I find detailed
information about how, specifically, the partners could enact their conservational duties. This is
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an interesting observation that provides a disturbing picture of a weakness in the transparency of
information in the program. In the end, a lucky search on Google led me to the homepage of a
program created by Centro de Planificación y Estudios Sociales (CEPLAES; Center for Social
Planning and Research), which forms a part of “the Global Program” executed by Rainforest
Foundation Norway. The Global Program supports the participation and influence of members of
civil society in international negotiation processes (Derechos, Cambio Climático y Bosques,
2009). On this webpage there was a link to a PowerPoint presentation on PSB, where I finally
encountered a list of what protection and conservation includes, in the terms of MAE:
-

Do not fell or cut down the area under conservation

-

Do not burn the area

-

Do not change the use of the soil in the area

-

Do not carry out activities that disturb the natural performance or that is threatening the
ability of harboring biodiversity, alter the natural hydrological conditions or
reduce carbon storage

-

Do not hunt for commercial use or sports in the area under conservation

(Presentation of PSB, 2011).

Each point on the list of obligations above begins with “No” in Spanish. I want to emphasize that
this “No” can be translated both into the English “no”, as the simple word of a negation, and “do
not”; as an order that tells someone not to do this or that activity. The obligations are in any case
becoming something negative, like a set of rules telling the participants that doing any of the
mentioned activities are wrong. It further stresses the notion of humans as something set aside
from, and a threat to- the environment, in the way that only by “not-doing”, humans can protect
the forest.

Later I also found the contract, or Implementation Agreement PSB operates with, on the website
of Acción Ecologica. All of the obligations I had had trouble finding were included here. In
addition to the five rules starting with “No”, there were fifteen more. They included how the
partners are obliged to inform PSB employees within five days after a fire or other events with
huge impact. They also have to provide the MAE with information about the area under
conservation; facilitate labor and access for PSB personal in addition to clearly marking the area.
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Annually they have to provide a juridical declaration stating that the area is in the same condition
as at the date of entrance, and that the incentives given by the MAE have been put to good use
(PSB agreement).

Illustration: http://www.ambiente.gob.ec/?q=node/1064

At one of the interviews Glenn and I had with a man working at the PSB department in Quito, I
was given a pamphlet with information about PSB. This pamphlet (made out of what looks like
recycled paper) is about the conceptualization and progress of PSB during the first years 20082009, published by the MAE. PSB’s logo is a hand shaking “hands” with a leaf, and on the cover
there is a picture of three indigenous children from a Siona community. They are dressed in
traditional blue dresses and wearing colorful jewelry and head ornaments, you can see the
greenness of the jungle and a river in the background. The first page is a presentation written by
the minister of environment, Marcela Aguiñaga Vallejo. She writes that PSB is “a pioneer
initiative”, and a compromise between the government, forests, climate and its people, showing
that “it is possible to combine conservation and development” (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.1, my
translation). The emphasis is on the agreement between “socios”, or partners, that implies an
agreement between equals. Moreover, she writes that the people inhabiting the forests and
grasslands are not a part of the problem, but managers of the solution. They are the ones who
make the conservation possible, and the agents of their own development through the incentives
of the state, without the use of middlemen (Ministerio del Ambiente, p.1, my translation). The
contradiction here, as I see it, lies in that a partnership between equals should imply a common
opportunity to be a part of the design and creation of the program, but this has not been the
reality. In the article “Bridging the gap between forest conservation and poverty alleviation: the
Ecuadorian Socio Bosque Program”, written by Aguiñaga herself and many of her co-workers,
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they write: “In particular, the agreements specify a mutually agreed set of conservation actions,
benefits and criteria for monitoring” (de Koning, Aguiañaga, Bravo et.al, 2011:532). It is possible
that in the broadest sense; if two parts, without considering context or power, comply; they
mutually agree. But following what they write here, we get the impression that this agreement
includes opportunities to negotiate and mutually envision and decide what the conservation acts,
benefits and criteria for monitoring should be. The authenticity of the voluntary aspect can also
be questioned, if the people who chose to participate in PSB do it because they lack other
opportunities. My Shuar informants were very displeased with the lack of help and support from
the state. As described in Chapter Four, there were no basic public services, like sanitary facilities
and clean water, in the village. It is probable that their decision to participate in PSB was partly
based on a hope to receive such benefits faster than they otherwise would have.

Many indigenous communities and organizations contest the arguments of the MAE. They call
for more transparency and equity, and ask whether it is appropriate to impose restrictions on the
land under indigenous control. It seems that the MAE tries to create a discourse that can please
all actors concerned, but they fail to convince. Too many contradictions underpin the distrust that
already exists. If the forest dwellers are not a part of the problem, then why should they not be
allowed to continue their activities? The uncertainties are also made stronger by the lack of
guarantees concerning the exploitation of natural resources that the state can still undertake in
PSB protected areas.

The local discourses
My Shuar informants often focused their conversations with, and around me on their poverty,
needs and developmental wishes. Some apologized for the food they were giving me and called it
“poor man’s food”, others talked about what they wanted for the community as a whole, and yet
others were constantly asking me about the prize of my belongings. This can be said to represent
a discourse where they emphasize their vulnerability and role as recipients of support, maybe to
get something from me, a young, and in their eyes; rich “gringa”, who might make an influence
somewhere that they could benefit from. It is not my intention here to make my informants and
hosts seem greedy or exploitative, as they in many respects are rightfully poor and in need, but I
want to focus on their often deliberate choice of discourse, with a clear agency behind it. This is
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also an example of what Perruchon calls the Shuars’ conscious use and interpretation of
discourses (Perruchon, 2003:36-37).

The Secoya too, have a strong, but maybe not so often obvious, sense of agency. Krøjer (2003)
describes them as tricksters, where their narratives both contain and reproduce how they
negotiate with the environment based on a sense of reciprocity. Many of their neighboring tribes
have been more prone to conflict than the Secoya, who have been forced to take certain
precautions, and use other talents, such as magic and cunning (Krøjer, 2003). Their contact with
outsiders also goes way back, and their relationships with missionaries, rubber patrons, the state,
oil-companies and other settlers have often been based on exchange, and for the Secoya; a desire
for reciprocity that often has been disappointed. The history is in this sense repeating itself, only
under more “legitimate” circumstances. The Secoya have empowered themselves by the creation
of their own organization OISE, and are this time better prepared to stand up for their rights.
Their rejection of PSB makes an important illustration of their standpoint. On the other hand, is it
possible that the authority of OISE, is overrunning other perspectives in the community. As I
described in the Remolino Chapter, disagreements exist among the residents, and it could be that
those with opinions conflicting with those of OISE are overruled. This is only something I
suggest though, as it is difficult to get concrete evidence of such controversies.

Dreams and disillusions
The Shuar of Charap did not give me the impression that they have had the opportunity to control
how this program was to be realized. They were also constantly complaining about not having
received the money yet, as they had been envisaged. Some were so upset that they said they
wanted to back out if the money did not show up before the end of May 2011. I believe this
clearly reflects their doubts and lack of confidence in the promises made by the state. The man at
the PSB office in Quito told me, when I forwarded these worries, that they often had these kinds
of “communication problems”. He said it was difficult for them to make indigenous people
understand how the bureaucracy works, and that it is likely that the money is withheld because
they lack relevant papers or maps that have to be in place before the incentives can be given. Yet
another issue that can contribute to these sorts of misunderstandings and emerging conflicts, is
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the remoteness of the places often found in these programs. The Shuar do not hold the power to
set the agenda. They have to wait until it is convenient for someone from MAE or Fundación
Natura to come by, or arrange a meeting. If they have a problem or questions they still lack the
possibility to make a call 16 or send a mail. To travel all the way in to the city and the MAE office
is expensive, and often not a realistic option. The instability of the relationships, asymmetric in
power and haunted by communicative deficiency, due to factors like geographical distance and
broken promises, hardly inspires trust, which is the key to success in such projects.

One of the reasons why Secoya Remolino did not want to be a part of PSB was their fear of
losing control over their territories, and being unable to manage and use the forest as they
traditionally had, or liked. There are also huge variations within the community in points of view,
in addition to strong opinions coming from their twin-community San Pablo, who argue for
REDD-participation. There has been some contact with an oil-company intending to do
explorations, which is difficult to fathom that the Secoyas will approve, as they already have been
subjected to serious damage caused by this type of activity in the past. The Secoya may however
be tempted to demonstrate agency and mark territory against the state, as a result of the potential
risk that the state can decide to make use of its right to resources underground. If the Secoyas
suspect that they are at risk of losing their resources to the state, they might feel compelled to
investigate into how much money they potentially can make on the same piece of land, and
through this forestall the state.

What does these dreams and disillusions mean for FPIC, which is based on transparency of
information, and full information and awareness-raising about all possible consequences the
programs might cause. To have free, prior and informed consent, mutual communication and
understanding is required. But if the information about REDD or PSB only goes through
government officials, it will most likely be biased because they take for granted that the programs
are good ideas. The Forest Peoples Program have depicted similar obstacles FPIC faces: “On the
practical level of carrying out FPIC it can be problematic identifying who should verify that the
right to FPIC has been respected and how this should be done” (Forest Peoples Program). The
question is, if it is possible to create a completely neutral information-setting at all. When trust is
16

Only one man had a cellphone, and to get coverage he had to climb the top of a specific tree.
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missing and suspiciousness is lurking under the surface, the road to success for all parties is full
of obstacles.

The NGOs presentation of conservation
The two NGOs I was in contact with during my time in Ecuador, Fundación Pachamama and
Fundación Natura, are both good examples of organizations that conduct conservation projects
with a focus on the local people, especially indigenous groups, and their rights. Their names
reflect, to a certain degree, their work and interests. Where Fundación Natura can be said to focus
more on, exactly: nature, Fundación Pachamama is more concerned about the people. Fundación
Natura was established as early as 1978 and has been one of the most prominent environmental
NGOs in Ecuador, working with conservation projects throughout Ecuador. One of the cofounders as well as executive director between 1979 and 1990, Yolanda Kakabadse, has later
served as minister of the environment in Ecuador, and was appointed President of WWF
International in 2009. Fundación Natura’s emblem, which can be viewed below, is a small bird
with wings unfolded. On the webpage there are more pictures of iguanas, monkeys, insects and
trees than pictures with people on them. Fundación Pachamama, a considerable younger NGO,
was established in 1997 by a small group of experts in conservation, ecotourism and sustainable
management. It is the sister organization of The Pachamama Alliance that was founded by two
American tourists in order to support self-determination of indigenous peoples through the
development of a global vision, that mixes the Western world with the natural and
spiritual knowledge of indigenous cultures of the jungle (http://pachamama.org.ec/quienessomos/). The logo of Pachamama, also below, is an illustration of two yellow hands touching a
green leaf inside a circle, envisioning the world or Mother Earth or Pachamama. The pictures on
the website are mostly pictures of people paddling canoes, attending meetings, studying maps etc.
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Illustration from: http://pachamama.org.ec/

Illustration from: http://fnatura.org/index.php

On the website Fundación Natura describes both their “mission” and their “vision”. The mission
is to promote environmental protection, preservation of biodiversity and sustainable management
of natural resources through the transformation of habits and behaviors, the formation of national
environmental consciousness, and the establishment of a new social thinking. The prevention and
control of environmental pollution is meant to improve the quality of life for the present
generation as well as for the future ones, through processes of environmental management and
education. The vision is to become a pioneer citizen-organization within its field, to raise
awareness and to achieve a better quality of life in the regions where they operate
(http://www.fnatura.org/cul_institucional.php). Fundación Pachamama has a more detailed
description, which states that they “work in south-central Ecuador's Amazon region to promote
an alternative and innovative development model, based on buen vivir, with emphasis on
recognition and respect for human rights and the rights of nature” (http://pachamama.org.ec/).

Whereas Fundación Natura, in cooperation with the MAE, is implementing PSB-projects,
Fundación Pachamama is taking a more critical stand. They have conducted interviews and focus
groups in pilot-communities to sort out pros and cons with this program. They are also involved
in the capacity building and preparation for REDD+, but their stance toward this is also
ambiguous. Pachamama:

(…) seeks to build capacity, promote the rights of indigenous peoples and monitor national and international
negotiations on climate change. The emphasis of this initiative is the monitoring, reporting and verification
of REDD + and the implementation of this mechanism in the country and the region, to prevent leakage and
loss of cultures and biodiversity in tropical forests (http://pachamama.org.ec/que-hacemos/programaplurinacionalidad-y-derechos-de-la-naturaleza/cambio-climatico/).
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Again, I choose to briefly focus on the earlier mentioned Acción Ecológica, probably the most
radical NGO in opposition to both PSB and REDD. On their website you are immediately
confronted with their disgust against these institutions through a picture that works as a link to
more information on the subjects. It is an illustration of a businessman; dressed in black, who is
grilling the Earth on a stick over multiple factory chimneys, emitting grey smoke.
“REDD”,“Socio Bosque”, “environmental services” and “carbon marked” are words reappearing
again and again as headliners. In their articles they use wordplays with the resemblances between
REDD and “red” (net), such as: “Socios atrapados en una red?” meaning Partners trapped in a
net. They also have a short film uploaded on Youtube called “No caigas en la REDD del Socio
Bosque”, Do not fall into the net (REDD) of Socio Bosque (Acción Ecologica, 2010, video). It is
illustrated with childish colorful drawings of Indians and nature. A man tells simultaneously
about how indigenous people historically have had a harmonic relationship with nature, now
endangered due to the commercialization of environmental services that puts a price on nature.
The narrator makes connotations to the implementations of PSB and REDD, with warnings about
the people who come into indigenous peoples’ territories with their plans, programs and money in
exchange for conservation of the forest. The video also warns that the oxygen is going to be
commercialized on international markets so rich, polluting countries and companies can continue
their contamination.

These biased video-campaigns have a direct and clear message, and draw upon the romantic
notion of indigenous people as the true guardians of nature. They emphasize how the natives’
harmonic relationship to Mother Earth has given them a special competence and knowledge.
They are the good people in a battle against the evil, white man of the north who is only
interested in money and brings death and destruction in his trail. Exaggerations and
simplifications are well-know instruments in environmental activism. Kalland writes about how
the whale protectionists have created a war metaphor of an uneven fight between the evil and
greedy whalers and the defenseless whale (Kalland, 2009:68). “If whalers are portrayed in
negative terms, the activists are given a positive image” (Kalland, 2009:70).
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PSB and REDD, are in this sense constructed as the new form of colonization (see Escobar,
2008), where the rich and powerful again try to exploit the innocent natives but this time
disguised as helpers who allure with development and money through their conservation plans.
This time they “steal the fresh air and sell it”. Acción Ecologica calls REDD a false solution and
the wordplays illustrate how they view the programs as traps that try to capture indigenous
people. The distrust and suspiciousness expressed in their videos and articles could not be much
clearer.

According to Brosius, anthropologists have criticized NGOs for “the way we see otherness
essentialized in indigenous rights campaigns, acculturative processes disguised in an effort to
stress the authenticity of indigenous peoples” (Brosius, 1999:363). As a continuation of this, I
argue that the NGOs notions above represent a romantic picture of “the Noble Savage”, (see also
Howell, 2012a:14), which undoubtedly create a very homogeneous image of all the
different nationalities, erase all distinctions and fail to account for central changes that have taken
place. The NGOs notions of indigenous peoples special relationship with nature have further
influenced indigenous leaders’ strategies to be included in climate change negotiations. Doolittle
(2010) identifies two rhetorical mechanisms they use to gain political recognition and legitimacy.
One is to emphasize indigenous peoples’ knowledge and special concern about nature, the other
is their shared history of marginalization (Doolittle, 2010:286). She describes the strategies as
shared discourses among indigenous environmental leaders, and the latter has been used as a
confrontational response in relation to REDD (Doolittle 2010:286-287).

COICA
The most prominent indigenous organizations in the Amazon region, the Coordinator of
Indigenous Organizations of the Amazon Basin (COICA), is also skeptical towards REDD and
PSB. According to a presentational pamphlet their motto is: “The salvation of the Planet is in the
Ancient Wisdom of the Amazon Indigenous Peoples!!” (COICA pamphlet, 2012). It is illustrated
with pictures of children’s faces, decorated with paint, and piercings through nose, cheeks and
lower lip. Their vision is “to coordinate the efforts, dreams and ideals of the nationalities,
indigenous peoples and organizations (…) to promote, defend and enforce the rights of life as an
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integral part of nature and the universe” (COICA pamphlet, 2012). When Glenn and I
interviewed some of the employees at their headquarter in Quito, they told us that the state
created the concept and vision of Socio Bosque without consulting the indigenous people or
letting them participate in the design and implementation. This has, according to COICA, led to
many conflicts. They further called PSB a strictly political campaign, created so the government
can “show off”. Further they criticized the value set on carbon because even the experts disagree.
They emphasized that they are willing to cooperate, but are afraid of being abused. All these
narratives pinpoint the problems connected to FPIC and also the state’s legitimacy. They perceive
the actions of the state as unfair and inconsiderate towards the indigenous population and those
who speak on their behalf. This view is also expressed at national level, where other indigenous
organizations feel cheated and betrayed by the President’s promises (Reed, 2011).

There is a new anxiety in these environments concerning what appears to be projects of their
interests, namely conservation projects, might be hiding other agendas, negative to the indigenous
peoples. A post on the REDD- monitor november 28th 2011 reports the following:

The Indigenous Peoples Biocultural Climate Change Assesment met last week in Durban before the start of
COP-17. The meeting issued a declaration that strongly rejects REDD as “a neo-liberal, market-driven
approach that leads to the commodification of life”. The declaration concludes with the following: “We call
upon all people committed to climate justice to support life, and we implore the global community to take
responsibility for reducing emission of green house gases at the source and to reject REDD+ as a false
solution that breads a new form of climate racism”. (Lang, 2011)

The difficult mediator position
Even though the NGOs claim to be on the natives’ side, there are problems of differing interests
connected to their activities as well. Fundación Natura have for instance close connections to the
MAE, and are cooperating with them on several projects like PSB and also REDD. This partial
position can be difficult to balance, as they are dependent on both the state and the local peoples
goodwill. The following pages will include an empirical retelling of some of the experiences
Glenn and I had from a trip down Aguarico, with people from Fundación Natura and MAE. I will
use it to illustrate how Fundación Natura can be understood as somewhat unreliable for those
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who are depending on their presence and support. The reasons for this, in my experience, are
often not intentional, but have to do with capacity. Employees have many things to attend to and
a limited time. I also want to demonstrate how the indigenous people have empowered
themselves to the degree of being able to say “no”. The lack of trust though, has created an
unwillingness to cooperate, which makes it difficult to realize projects. The interactions can also
be analyzed in light of Long’s concept of social interface, as I will discuss in the end.

A trip down the river
As I mentioned in the methodology section, we had arranged to come with Miguel León on an
excursion to Sancudos, a Quechua village, one week after we arrived in Remolino. This was why
we early Monday morning stood waiting, rucksacks packed, next to a bench on the riverbank. An
hour later than agreed a big canoe turned up, but with no sign of Miguel. Eventually we
recognized Antionio, one of the other Fundación Natura employees that had picked us up at the
airport in Lago Agrio. With us on the trip, were also two men from the MAE, Santiago and Raol.
Another man present was Mario, worked for an NGO called Conservación y Desarrollo
(Conservation and Development), which was trying to start up a fair trade production of cocoa
with the help from Fundación Natura.

We arrived in Sancudos in the evening, after five hours in the canoe. When we approached the
village we encountered a lookout tower in military style, patrolled by residents. We passed
without problems when the men from MAE identified themselves. The village was bigger and
more “structured” than the other villages I had seen so far; the houses stood closer together and
arranged alongside the trails. We moored the boat and went ashore with all our stuff. The place
looked well maintained and clean, and a huge sports arena caught my eyes. On its right side there
were a number of houses, including bathrooms with running water and a communal house where
they were holding a village meeting at the time of our arrival. We were all told to put our things
at the back of this house and then go outside to wait until they were finished. We spent the
waiting time talking and laughing, mostly because Glenn and I had been stupid enough to take
with us a cocinetta, but no gas bottle. I asked what the meeting in the village was about. They
were not sure, but concluded that it was probably about money. “It always was”. When we had
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been waiting for a while the men from MAE were getting impatient and wanted to put up their
tents immediately, before it got dark. Antonio, on the other hand, told them it was illegal and
disrespectful and that we had to wait for the meeting to finish, to get permission. Glenn and I
went to have a look around and found to our delight a store where they sold groceries. There was
also a small pond, behind fences, where turtle eggs were hatched and raised, probably as a part of
another conservation project aiming to save endangered river turtles.

When we got back a woman from the meeting was standing there, obviously a bit distressed
about our groups’ presence. They discussed for a long time, and she made it clear that she was
surprised Fundación Natura came this week, knowing they would be busy with meetings. She
asked why Miguel León had not sent an e-mail to ask them if it was okay to come. They
discussed back and forth for a long time. Mario, from the other NGO, was acting as a mediator,
suggesting that they could divide the subsequent days in two, half the time for the village
meetings and half for Fundación Natura and the cocoa project. The woman was not convinced,
and told them there was no point in being there at the moment anyways, because many residents
were gone away attending meetings in other villages. In the end our travel group were forced to
give in and realize we had to take the long journey back already the following day. At one point
in the discussion, Mario introduced Glenn and myself to the lady, and told her we were two
friends of his from Norway who just wanted to come and visit. This was the only time she
smiled, and to our relief she greeted us friendly.

We went inside the communal house, now emptied of people, and put up our tents on the
concrete floor. They usually had electricity we were told, but at the moment it was out. When the
sun went down it was impossible to see anything but fireflies, twinkling plentiful around in the
night. We had dinner at the house of a woman that our companions knew from before. She
participated in the cocoa project, and asked if she could get money in advance for the cocoa she
was sending with them. They told her that they did not bring any money on this trip, but that they
could set up a meeting next time. She continued trying to persuade them, and got quite upset at
one point, but they never gave in.
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The next morning we woke up, packed our stuff at 5 am and decided to join the MAE agents on a
daytrip, instead of just hanging around in the village before the return. After a while in the canoe
we arrived at the Peruvian border. On our left-hand side the Peruvian military had a control post
and on the opposite side was Ecuador’s. We stopped at the Ecuadorian post and delivered some
toilet paper and had a chat with the soldiers. A group of young military boys were hanging
around by the water with their machine guns, but the tone was friendly and we were allowed to
enter Peru. We stopped at one of the outposts of the Peruvian Ministry of the Environment, and
had breakfast (newly caught fish,” Paco”, and yucca) prepared by the Peruvian MAE employee
stationed there, and who they obviously knew from before. Here too they were hatching turtles
and a big pit of sand was covered in pieces of white eggshell. A red bucket was filled with a
crowd of seven days old turtle babies, swimming around. The air was filled with beautiful
butterflies and we were asked to look out for dolphins in the dark river. We went for another ride,
into an unpopulated area, and the wildlife here was striking. We saw “Aras”, the blue and yellow
parrots, monkeys, dolphins, and even the famous pink (albino) dolphins. To attract them, Raol
was running around in the boat stomping his foot on the deck, and Santiago was whistling in a
melodic way.

Turtle-baby. Photo: private
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On the way back I was conversing with Santiago who told me he originally was Shuar, but lived
at the coast of Esmeralda at the moment. He was a very likeable guy, calm and easy to talk with. I
asked him what the difference between a reserve and a national park is, and why it is allowed to
extract oil in a nature reserve, as the situation is in the Cuyabeno Reserve. He said it confused
him too and that it had to be for “political reasons”, when the state needed money.
PetroAmazonia, one of the oil companies in the area, is run by the state. I inquired more about the
territories of the indigenous groups, and he told me that they are recognized as belonging to
different groups, while being a part of the Cuyabeno Reserve at the same time. Village presidents
are in possession of an official map of their territories, and the state has maps with all the
different indigenous territories marked off.

On the trip back to Remolino we drove past one of the oil stations belonging to another oil
company, PetroEcuador. Grey walls surrounded a huge area, and there were a lot of construction
machinery, cargo-boats and men wearing orange wests and helmets walking around. Boats in
different sizes were cruising up and down the river with oil tanks, vehicles, workers and other
necessities all the time. This has, among other things, made it difficult for the local people to
travel in their traditional canoes, because of the waves made by the huge vessels.

Roles and interest
I believe the recounting highlights some aspects that are worth noting. First of all the original
agreement with Miguel was broken. This happened several times, not only with Fundación
Natura, but throughout my whole fieldwork. When they finally arrived they were also late. We
never received any apologizes which suggests that this is something that should be expected, and
that agreements seldom are entirely binding. The weather also has to be taken into the account, as
travels down the river could be highly uncomfortable and dangerous in bad weather. Nor had we
been told that we would be traveling with the MAE, but it is possible that this was because they
have more resources than Fundación Natura, and to travel in their boat was the cheapest and most
suitable solution.
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The security point by the entrance of the Quechua village could be seen as a symbol of their
ownership and control over their territory. We immediately understood that we had crossed the
borders to their land, and were dependent on their permission to stay. The agency underlying this
choice is both clear and meaningful. It became apparent yet again when the woman who
discussed with our companions, refused to let us stay. She made it perfectly clear that Fundación
Natura should have asked before they came and she was not willing to make any compromise. I
was both surprised and impressed by her persistency, and that Fundación Natura in the end
respected her decision. It was obvious that they did not have a choice. I believe this incident is an
example of how far some indigenous people have come in their quest for self-determination. In a
possible REDD implementation is it likely that this village would be very concerned about their
rights and make sure that their demands were heard. Fundación Natura, on their side, also refused
to bend the rules when the woman we had dinner with asked to receive money in advance.
Fundación Natura and the MAE have in this respect an advantage, because the villagers are
dependent on income from the outside. The tension that became visible in the relationship
between the villagers and the outsiders presents a challenge in their interactions, but is to a
certain extent unavoidable. I also saw an example of the mediating role Fundación Natura
occasionally have to play, when the two men from the MAE were determined to put up their
tents, and thereby break the rules of the village.

Long’s theory of a social interface implies: “Some kind of face-to-face encounter between
individuals or units representing different interests and backed by different resources (...)
differentiated in terms of power” (Long, 1989:2). I find this concept very applicable to the
interactions I witnessed on this trip. The social dynamic between the local indigenous people, the
MAE employees and the NGO workers is constantly moving, leaving every part affected, at the
same time as they themselves influence the others (see Long, 1989). The meetings also entail an
exchange of knowledge, which emerges as product of interaction and dialogue, and involves
aspects of control, authority and power (see Long, 2004). During our stay in Sancudos I
witnessed how the different parts constantly engaged in a negotiation/struggle of authority. The
MAE men obviously believed they held the position to do as they pleased, while the woman,
representing the community, tried to maintain a sense of control over their territory and rights.
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The NGO people were standing in the middle, trying not to offend any of the parts, while at the
same time defending their projects.

Concluding remarks
Throughout this final chapter I have taken a close look on the divergent opinions coming
from the UN, NGOs, indigenous organizations, the Shuar, the Secoya and the state. The

discourses all emphasize some information, supported by certain stories and images, while
excluding others. I have discussed how REDD could be seen a continuation of a colonial

power balance (Escobar, 2008), as it is designed by powerful stakeholders, who not yet

have given indigenous people full inclusion. It has also become clear that the relationships
between the various actors are unstable and based on distrust and suspiciousness, rather
than trust. This makes the realization of PSB and REDD utterly difficult, as my apt
illustration has indicated. Moreover, I have argued that the equation put between

conservation and development, in both programs, might present a problem, giving local
people unrealistically high expectations (see also West, 2006).
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Chapter 6. Conclusion
Throughout this thesis I have discussed aspects of the ongoing situation in Ecuador related to
environmental protection as an answer to climate changes. It is a testimony of how global
decisions can affect local realities, but also the other way around. Small indigenous communities,
such as Shuar Charap and Secoya Remolino, have suddenly become both means to and objects
for forest conservation, which as a result can alter much of their daily life and activities. Several
of the problems and challenges related to the implementation of REDD and PSB have been
accounted for. Empirical findings from the Amazonian village Shuar Charap have suggested that
local people are not adequately prepared for the changes PSB might cause, and that FPIC is not
as integrated in the process as it should be. Disagreements within the village, in relation to what
they wish for the future according to values, might be fueled further by a project that is rashly
implemented. There is also an outspoken doubt and distrust among the villagers, as to whether
they will receive the promised incentive from the state at all. Discrimination and prejudices from
government employees towards Indians underpin their difficult position. Secoya Remolino has in
comparison decided to refute PSB, and while they still are considering an agreement with an oilcompany or REDD participation, they have engaged in ecotourism as an alternative activity and
income. Vickers have argued that the Secoya have shown a high degree of flexibility and
adaption, and my analysis has disclosed how the Secoya, through the tourist project, might have
to redefine their roles and identities, but that it could also lead to a strengthening of their
indigenous sentiments. In spite of the many resemblances between the Secoya and the Shuar,
they have made different decisions. My main argument is that this might be because the Shuar
believe they have more to gain by joining PSB, and are willing to take the risks involved. The
Secoya, on the other hand, are more concerned about losing their self-determination and rights to
land, and are not in the same desperate need of public services. Rather they have chosen to
engage in eco-tourism, which I argue could become a way for them to remember and practice
traditional knowledge.

The numerous actors involved in the creation, implementation and criticism of REDD and PSB
are all in different ways contributing to how these programs are perceived and understood. I have
analyzed some of the discourses and use of rhetoric in an effort to shed some lights on their
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agendas. An integral part of this is how local development has come to be seen as a central part
of nature conservation.

Even though there still are numerous challenges to overcome in the implementation of PSB and
REDD, the will to take action, represented by these programs, against a serious problem,
nevertheless is positive. However, it is important that these actions are taken with the outermost
respect for historically marginalized people who moreover should be given full inclusion.
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