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Summary

This research focuses on determining the conflicts 
generated by the mechanisms of control and 
access that two actors have to the mangrove 
ecosystem of the coastal strip of Ecuador, as well 
as the processes mediated by the government in 
a territory protected as a national asset for public 
use, public property, forest patrimony of the country 
and strategic defense zone for the coast.

In the analysis, the social and ecological conflict 
that develops in the mangrove ecosystem of 
the Ecuadorian coast due to the intervention of 
industrial shrimp aquaculture is discussed. These 
companies build large pools dedicated to the 
production of crustaceans to meet international 
demand, clearing thousands of hectares of 
mangrove forest, diverting natural cycles of 
estuaries, polluting estuaries, and displacing the 

peoples of collectors and fisherfolk of the mangrove 
ecosystem, who would enjoy a customary right 
of use of this territory because they inhabit it 
ancestrally and sustain their economy and culture 
there.

The social conflict identified is expressed in the 
violent and systematic displacement of harvesting 
and fishing families. These groups, despite resisting 
through organizing and mobilization, articulated 
in the National Coordinator for the Defense of 
the Mangrove Ecosystem (C-CONDEM), face 
state policies that encourage industrial shrimp 
aquaculture. In other words, a system of structural 
impunity is generated, permissive and complicit with 
the violation of human rights and nature.
The ecological conflict is reflected in the destruction 
of an ecosystem that is sensitive and of great 

importance due to its capacity to mitigate the effects 
of climate change and its high capacity to provide 
healthy water and food for coastal populations, 
among other environmental values. The mangrove is 
subject to the primary agro-export model that is part 
of Ecuador’s development model. 

This study describes the different privatization 
processes occurring in this territory. Under the figure 
of concession, in the case of the delivery of more 
than 200,000 hectares of the ecosystem inside and 
outside the protected areas to industrial shrimp 
aquaculture entrepreneurs for their exploitation. On 
the other hand, the Sustainable Use and Mangrove 
Custody Agreements (AUSCM) with organizations 
of “traditional mangrove users”, as defined by the 
Ministry of the Environment of Ecuador (MAE), have 
been identified. The care and protection of this 
forest is delegated to them. This makes it possible 
to identify conflicts between shrimp companies 
and ancestral peoples of the mangrove ecosystem, 
as self-defined by the communities of collectors 
and fisherfolk of the estuaries, and between the 
communities themselves.

It has been five decades where the shrimp 
aquaculture industry has been confronted by the 
occupation of the ecosystem within territories 
belonging to the ancestral communities of 
harvesters of mangrove estuaries. The present 
study focuses on the period from 2008 to 2018, 
since on October 15, 2008, Executive Decree 1391 
was issued, signed by the then President of the 
Republic Rafael Correa Delgado, which proposes 
the “regularization” of pools dedicated to industrial 
shrimp aquaculture. This institutional action marks 
a milestone that transforms the access and control 
of shrimp entrepreneurs over this national asset of 
public use, providing recognition for the protection 
of investments made in this industry. In practice, this 
decree left in impunity forty years of destruction of 
the mangrove ecosystem and gave in concession 
and even ownership of this natural heritage, and even 
in property, this natural patrimony of all Ecuadorians.
Until 2007, the shrimp industry expanded illegally. 
This action was later recognized by decree, by the 
same sector and by public opinion. The illegality 
lies in the violation, by shrimp aquaculture 
industrialists, of 56 legal provisions contained in the 
1998 Constitution of the Republic of Ecuador, and 

in Laws, Decrees, Agreements and Resolutions 
for the protection of the mangrove ecosystem, 
from the mid-1960s until 2008. Added to this is 
the permissiveness of the governments in power, 
which never sanctioned the crime of logging in 
this protected forest. These processes maintain a 
series of denunciations for the use of permanent 
violence with the aim of displacing communities 
of harvesters and fishermen from their ancestral 
territory in the estuaries.

For the ancestral people that have developed 
around the mangrove ecosystem, this is a 
vital territory for the sustenance of their Food 
Sovereignty, as well as a source of income 
and socio-cultural reproduction. For industrial 
aquaculture, this occupation translates into a 
thriving business, which in 2019 became the first 
non-oil export item in Ecuador, always sponsored 
by public policies of economic incentives for this 
sector.

A reference is made on the demand of the peoples 
around the mangrove towards the Ecuadorian 
State. In particular, about the recognition of 
collective territorial rights in the ecosystem, which 
they have been demanding since 1996. In addition, 
an account of the process since 1999 is presented, 
when President Jamil Mahuad Witt issued Decree 
1102, which, for the first time, proposed the 
following the handing over of mangrove areas 
to organizations through Sustainable Use and 
Custody Sustainable Use and Custody of Mangrove 
Agreements. (AUSCM).

This process transfers to the beneficiary 
organizations the responsibility for the care and 
conservation of this natural heritage, without 
providing resources. But it also generates a serious 
conflict between communities: the organizations 
that benefit from these agreements are a 
percentage that does not represent the totality 
of the communities of harvesters and fishermen 
of the estuaries. The Ecuadorian government 
has not promoted practices to guarantee the 
conservation of the ecosystem and, even less, to 
guarantee access for these estuarine harvesting 
and fishing communities. Instead, it has shifted 
the responsibility for the care and protection of the 
ecosystem to these communities, under the guise 
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of recognizing traditional use.

In 2010, an MAE Agreement included the 
recognition of exclusive management of the areas 
to the beneficiary organizations, which deepened 
the local problem. This agreement incorporates 
the figure of ancestral user communities of the 
ecosystem as a requirement to be beneficiaries of 
the AUSCM. However, the determination of who are 
actually part of the ancestral communities has not 
been resolved.

Since 2014, the MAE and international cooperation 
organizations such as GIZ, HIVOS, HEIFFER 
have been promoting and implementing the 
Socio Mangrove program, as part of the Socio 
Bosque program, within the strategy of incentives 
for conservation, paying beneficiaries for the 
conservation of the areas, on a technical line 
of management and conservation. This has 
exacerbated the privatization of mangroves and 
conflicts between communities. 
The analysis carried out in this research confirms 
that the greatest destruction of the ecosystem 
occurred between the mid-1970s and the end of 
the 1990s. Comparative figures from the Centro 
de Levantamientos Integrados de Recursos 
Naturales por Sensores Remotos (CLIRSEN), the 
Ministry of Environment of Ecuador (MAE) and 
the Coordinadora Nacional para la Defensa del 
Ecosistema Manglar (C-CONDEM) confirm the 
loss of more than 70% of the vegetation cover by 
1999. This figure is consistent with the expansion 
of more than 200,000 hectares expansion (Censo 
Agropecuario 2000). This research ratifies this data, 
the comparative maps of mangroves, shrimp ponds 
in mangroves 1969 - 1999 and 1969 - 2017 that are 
integrated in this text, prove it.

An overview of the conflict in coastal areas 
influenced by the mangrove ecosystem (provinces: 
Guayas, El Oro, Manabí, Esmeraldas) is presented, 
detailing the problems in the province of El Oro. 
Based on the experience of the Asociación de 
Recolectores de Cangrejo Amor y Esperanza, an 
organization that has had access to an area of 
mangrove forest through AUSCM and has also been 
a beneficiary of the Socio Bosque program for three 
years. This will be used to analyze the impact of the 
Socio Mangrove program, developed by the MAE, 

on the organizations and harvesting communities of 
the Ecuadorian coast.

Several voices of leaders of the National Coordinator 
for the Defense of the Mangrove Ecosystem 
(C-CONDEM) are collected in these pages, which 
give an account of the proposals carried out by the 
self-defined Ancestral Peoples of the Mangrove 
Ecosystem of Ecuador, grouped in this third-grade 
organization. The slogan collected is focused on the 
demand for collective territorial rights, ecological 
restoration of the mangrove ecosystem, sanctions 
against industrial shrimp aquaculture for human and 
environmental rights violations.

Methodological note    
This research is based on the question: how is the 
privatization and dispossession of the territory 
of the ancestral people of Ecuador’s mangrove 
ecosystem configured by public policies to favor 
industrial shrimp aquaculture and what are the 
main conflicts and violations faced by these people, 
differentiated by gender and generation, arising 
from the conditions for control and access to the 
territory?

The hypothesis considered for the analysis is that 
the economic policy and legal framework imple-
mented in Ecuador in the period 2008 -2018 con-
solidate the concentration of mangrove areas in 
industrial shrimp aquaculture companies and the 
dispossession of the territory of the ancestral peo-
ples of the mangrove ecosystem, as well as deep-

ening processes of impoverishment and violence, 
mainly for women and youth.

Based on these guidelines, indicators related to the 
mangrove ecosystem concession processes were 
focused on, in favor of industrial shrimp aquaculture 
companies, through the regularization process 
promoted by the government of Rafael Correa, and 
in favor of the organizations of traditional users 
of the mangrove ecosystem, through the figure of 
Sustainable Use and Custodianship Agreements 
implemented since 1999 and with greater strength 
between 2010 - 2018, which allow dimensioning both 
the extension given to each sector, as well as the 
benefits and responsibilities assigned.

The study used indicators of state investment 
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in each sector benefiting from concessions in 
the mangrove ecosystem; economic income 
generated by each actor at different scales, as 
well as the impact on Food Sovereignty in local 
coastal communities and the situation of women 
harvesters and young people in relation to access 
to and generation of work.

The analysis is mainly based on the Ecuadorian 
legislative framework, which is the umbrella for 
the management of the mangrove ecosystem, 
since this territory is by definition a common 
good, the natural patrimony of the Ecuadorian 
State. Therefore, it is not susceptible to any type 
of appropriation or privatization. This condition 
creates a perfect scenario to meet the collective 
territorial right demanded since the mid-1990s by 
the self-defined ancestral people of the mangrove 
ecosystem of the Ecuadorian coast, articulated 
in the C-CONDEM, and not to privatize it in favor 
of companies dedicated to the industrial shrimp 
aquaculture, based on the argument of the 
generation of foreign exchange and employment.

It also refers to the process of access to mangrove 
areas that the Ministry of Environment of Ecuador 
recognizes to ancestral user organizations since 
1999 to date, through the figure of Sustainable Use 
and Custody Agreements. In practice, this does not 
constitute a recognition of the customary right to 
use, but rather a transfer of care and conservation 
responsibilities to these beneficiary organizations, 
which in turn generates another conflict, since not 
all harvesters and fishermen of the estuaries have 
access to these Agreements.

Although this conflict began in the mid-1970s, 
when economic policies encouraged exports of 
non-traditional products, due to the demand for 
payment of foreign debt and the fall in oil prices, 
the analysis in this document is carried out in the 
2008-2018 period, since October 2008 marked 
a milestone that substantially transformed the 
control and access to this territory by industrial 
shrimp aquaculture entrepreneurs: the issuance 
of Executive Decree 1391 for the “regularization” 
of shrimp ponds. The previous period, moreover, 
is amply documented in the C-CONDEM report: 
“Certifying Destruction”, published in 2007. This is 
how the privatization of the mangrove ecosystem 

is configured in favor, preferentially, of one of the 
most economically and politically powerful sectors of 
the country, on the basis of the displacement of the 
majority of the ancestral inhabitants, collectors and 
fishermen of the estuaries.

As part of the information gathering, we visited 
communities of fisherfolk and fish gatherers in 
the estuaries in the provinces of El Oro, Guayas, 
Manabí and Esmeraldas, where we interviewed 18 
community leaders from the mangrove communities 
and representatives of C-CONDEM, an organization 
that brings together several communities of fish 
gatherers and fisherfolk from the estuaries, who 
provided their views on the current situation of the 
conflict in this territory. In addition, eight workers 
from pools dedicated to shrimp farming and 
cultivation and five from informal packing companies 
were interviewed.
In the bibliographic analysis, this study is 
supported by 60 documents published on the 
subject, processed in a database by organizations, 
government institutions, universities and companies, 
as well as press releases. The criteria of four 
authorities of the competent entities in the mangrove 
ecosystem and in the marine-coastal areas, such 
as MAE and the Secretary of Aquaculture, were also 
collected, from whom the official perspective on 
the management of the mangrove ecosystem was 
obtained, with respect to the actors involved.

A case study was carried out on the Asociación 
de Recolectores de Cangrejo Amor y Esperanza, 
in the province of El Oro, with the objective of 
understanding their perception of the control and 
access to mangrove estuaries in the last decade. In 
addition, the situation of young people and women 
with respect to participation in the management 
of the ecosystem was analyzed. Two discussions 
were held, together with the application of 40 
family files and 12 interviews with women to obtain 
socioeconomic information on the crab collecting 
families, which makes it possible to have an overall 
idea of the situation of the Ecuadorian coastal 
mangrove collecting families.

1. Industrial shrimp 
aquaculture in Ecuador’s 
primary exporting model   
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Ecuador is positioned in the international 
market as an exporter of raw materials, a 
dependent modality of outward growth, 
originated by a capitalism subordinated to the 
interests and fluctuations of the international 
market. Although in the last decade the 
government of Rafael Correa Delgado offered 
a transformation in the productive matrix of 
the country, framed in the perspective of the 
paradigm of Good Living, worldview of the 
Andean world that includes the Constitution 
of the Republic of Ecuador in 2008, in practice, 
in recent years Ecuador has experienced a 
deepening of dependence on primary products. 
Shrimp, bananas and fish are the main non-
oil export products, thanks to government 
investments and incentives to these large-scale 
industries.

The volume of Ecuadorian shrimp exports grew 
25% in 2019. According to figures from the National 
Chamber of Aquaculture (CNA), 1,397.4 million 
pounds were exported from January to December. 
This amount meant USD 3,652.6 million in 
revenues, 14% more than in 2018 (Alvarado, 2020).
While the export of bananas, in the same year was 
$1,444 million dollars, in May, and, in June, reached 
the figure of $1,706.1 million dollars, fishing as a 
whole: fillets, oils, canned, flour, represents 13 % of 

the total non-oil exports of the country, with foreign 
sales of more than $1,600 million dollars, between 
January and December 2019, according to data 
from the Ministry of Production of Ecuador.

The “success” of industrial shrimp aquaculture 
lies basically in the appropriation of hundreds of 
thousands of hectares of mangrove ecosystem 
(mangrove forest and associated species, salt 
marshes, estuaries, beaches), for whose occupation 
the entrepreneurs did not pay any tax, since most 
of them did not have any kind of legality (C-CODEM, 
2007).

With the incorporation of large trawlers to the 
fishing fleet in the 1950s, the first shrimp exports 
from Ecuador to the United States were produced 
(1954). The incipient industry fished shrimp on 
the high seas until, for the first time, in 1966, in 
the Santa Rosa canton, province of El Oro, shrimp 
farming began in pools, using L. vannamei and 
Litopenaeus stylirostris.

Until the mid-1970s, the ponds dedicated to tropical 
shrimp farming and cultivation occupied salt 
marshes, part of the mangrove ecosystem. The 
Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Aquaculture and 
Fisheries (MAGAP) and the General Directorate 
of the Merchant Marine granted concessions 
and permits to encourage shrimp production in 
ponds. Gradually, they expanded into the mangrove 
ecosystem, cutting down large extensions of 
mangrove forest, blocking estuaries, capturing 

Figure 1: Shrimp expor in Ecuador from 2010-2019

Source: National Chamber of Aquaculture, (2019). http://www.cna-ecuador.com/estadisticas/. Prepared by: 
National Chamber of Aquaculture.
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water and discharging pollutants. (C-CODEM, 
2007).

In 1985, the Law on Forestry and Conservation 
of Natural Areas and Wildlife was amended to 
incorporate the provision that 

Until the 1990s, the Ecuadorian government 
granted concessions for the farming and 
cultivation of bio-aquatic species through 
executive decrees, the regulations of the Law 
of Fishing and Fishing Development and other 
legal provisions. This mechanism legalized the 
industry’s occupation of salt marshes, beaches 
and bays. This action achieved a tacit recognition 
of the installation of the shrimp industry within 
the mangrove ecosystem, since the estuaries are 
located within the beach and bay areas in parallel. 
As a productive policy, during the 80’s, 90’s and 
early 2000’s, the Government generated permanent 
credits and subsidies for this sector.

In 1999 the country underwent a series of legal 
and institutional reforms, which led to the granting 
of concessions to a large number of companies 
dedicated to industrial shrimp aquaculture. The 
environmental regulation, until then, established 
the prohibition of mangrove forest logging, as 
it was a National Public Use Asset and State 
Forest Heritage. This contradiction produced a 
kind of legal “schizophrenia” and an overlapping 
of competences of the different state entities, 
which made it possible for them to ignore their 
responsibilities to comply with the control of the 
prohibition of mangrove logging (C-CONDEM, 
2007).

The occupation of the mangrove ecosystem for 
the industrial production of shrimp in pools is the 
main cause of biodiversity loss. Comparative data 
between the area declared as forest patrimony and 
the coverage of shrimp ponds define a gradual loss 

of 70% of the ecosystem.

According to the 2000 National Agricultural Census, 
in 1999, the area occupied by shrimp ponds totaled 
140,000 hectares. The census does not specify the 
location of this area within Ecuador’s coastal strip. 
In addition, 55,000 hectares are in salt marsh areas, 
registered with MAGAP’s Directorate of Fisheries. 
In 2001, this type of pool culture production 
accounted for 96% of total industrial shrimp 
production (C-CONDEM, 2007). Currently, according 
to the Secretariat of Aquaculture and Fisheries 
(2019), the area of shrimp ponds on the Ecuadorian 
coast is estimated at between 220,000 and 250,000 
hectares and occupies the entire export market for 
this crustacean.

In 2000, production was affected by white spot 
disease. This disease, which affects shrimp 
development, caused a 20% reduction in expected 
production capacity. By 2006, a reactivation began 
to overcome the losses caused at the beginning 
of 2000, which allowed in 2019 to reach a peak in 
the country’s non-oil exports, as shown by official 
figures.

In recent years, public banks have opened credit 
to this sector. “From 2007 to 2012, the National 
Finance Corporation (CFN) and the National 
Development Bank (BNF), entities that are part of 
public banking, have disbursed more than $1,345 
million dollars to the sector” (Peña Casado, 2017). 
During this period, the financial support helped 
extend over 9,000 hectares to cultivation, improving 
the capacity of unproductive land, according to 
statements by José Antonio Camposano, president 
of CNA.

The strategy of the Corporación Financiera 
Nacional - CFN is aimed at allocating financial 
resources and providing technical assistance to 
leading export companies. Likewise, it continues 
to look for projects that join the Climate Change 
cause and need financing. The delivery of credits 
from the CFN exceeds USD 550 million, aimed at 
the private export sector, mainly the shrimp sector 
(Antonin, 2016, quoted in Peña Casado, 2017).

Since 2014, Ecuador and the European Union (EU) 
have negotiated a trade agreement that allows 
them to benefit from tariff preferences and obtain 

“mangroves, even those existing in private 
properties, are considered State property and 
are out of commerce, are not susceptible to 
possession or any other means of appropriation 
and may only be exploited through a concession 
granted in accordance with this Law and its 
Regulations” (Law on Forestry and Conservation 
of Natural Areas and Wildlife 1985, Chapter 1, 
Article 1).

the media that the government was managing, 
through the Productive Insurance Program, 
a special insurance for the industrial shrimp 
aquaculture sector.

The industry maintains the tax exemption, 
established in the Water Resources Law (2014) 

better access to the EU’s main markets.

In November 2015, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Aquaculture and Fisheries reported through 

“In essence, the agreement will eliminate 
tariffs for all industrial, aquaculture and 
fishery products...and further reduce 
technical barriers...and Ecuador’s exports 
will save up to 248 million euros in taxes. 
As fish and shrimp production is among 
the leading and fastest growing business 
sectors in Ecuador, the National Chamber 
of Aquaculture (CNA) has been widely rec-
ognized as one of the most committed to 
the negotiation process” (Acción Ecológi-
ca, 2015). 

“Regarding the insurance coverage, it was 
reported that it includes walls, pumping 
stations, generators, aerators, housing 
with warehouses, laboratories, merchan-
dise (shrimp) and other assets (...) the 
Minister indicated that they would seek to 
complement the insurance with lines of 
credit for the sector, through BanEcuador” 
(Peña Casado, 2017).

Source: BNF, CFN.
Prepared by: Luis Alberto Peña
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where the subsidy to the shrimp sector of the 
water consumption tax is mentioned.
It mentions that the water they take from the 
estuaries is returned without being consumed, 
without taking into account the quality in 
which it returns to the estuary, and without 
requiring waste purification treatment:

In 2015, industrial shrimp aquaculture 
entrepreneurs received special credits from 
the Banco Nacional de Fomento to facilitate 
the recovery from the effects of the El 
Niño phenomenon, according to the then 
Undersecretary of Aquaculture, Jorge Romero. 
In 2016, the sector was the first beneficiary 
of credits and subsidies for its recovery from 
the damages caused by the earthquake of 
April of that year, with greater incidence in the 
provinces of Manabí and Esmeraldas.

In 2016, policies were implemented for the 
recovery of the areas devastated by the 
earthquake. Thus, official figures indicate 
that credits delivered by BanEcuador and the 
National Finance Corporation covered 41% of 
the production area. According to the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Livestock, Aquaculture and 
Fisheries - MAGAP, an investment of about 
USD 24.6 million was justified to reactivate the 
economy through credits, technical assistance, 
and machinery facilitation (Diario El Telégrafo 

2016). All this investment in the sector is 
complemented by permanent promotion for 
the opening of markets.
In November 2016, the Ecuadorian government 
signed the Protocol of Accession of Ecuador 
to the Multiparty Trade Agreement, with 
the European Union, which ratifies tariff 
preferences, among others, for the export of 
shrimp produced in pools.

In 2017, the authorities announced that 
2,300 shrimp farms, covering an area of 
1,200 hectares are participating and will be 
beneficiaries of the electrification program, 
with an investment of USD 199 million by the 
State.

The term for repayment of the loans was set 
at 15 years, with a 4.5-year grace period and 
an interest rate of 4.056%. Of this amount, 
$112 million will be used for the energy 
distribution system of Corporación Nacional 
de Electricidad (CNEL EP). This amount is 
earmarked for electrification projects for 
approximately 55,000 hectares of shrimp 

“The board of the Development Bank of 
Latin America (CAF) approved a financing 
of USD 200 million dollars to strengthen 
power lines for the aquaculture sector, 
this was announced by the Vice Minister 
of Aquaculture and Fisheries, Catalina 
Cardenas, as part of the opening of 
Aqua Expo El Oro 2019, which was held 
in Machala on Tuesday night, July 9. 
The executive president of the National 
Chamber of Aquaculture (CNA), José 
Antonio Camposano referred to the CAF 
investment, explaining that it has been 
a work of several months between the 
public - private sector, and that through 
the Program for the Strengthening of 
Electricity Distribution Networks will 
benefit more than 55 thousand hectares 
dedicated to shrimp farming.” (National 
Chamber of Aquaculture 2019).

“Article 108.- Use of water in 
aquaculture. Persons engaged in any 
fish or aquaculture activity, which is not 
considered included in food sovereignty 
under the terms regulated in this Law, 
shall obtain from the corresponding 
public authority the necessary permits for 
the exercise of their activity, who prior to 
granting them shall require from the Sole 
Water Authority the reports regarding the 
productive use of water, which shall cause 
the payment of the rates established in 
this Law, when it is consumptive” (Water 
Resources Law, 2014).

farms, according to the Ministry of Energy and 
Natural Resources.

 “The resources delivered by CAF will be 
used for electricity projects that will boost 
productivity, exports, energy efficiency 
and marketing opportunities for 167 
shrimp farms” (Diario El Telégrafo, 2019).
In May 2017, the Ministry of Aquaculture 
and Fisheries was created, to which all 
competences were delegated to have the 
stewardship and direct public policy on 
this sector. In 2019 it was restructured 
as a Secretariat of the Ministry of 
Production, led by people belonging to the 
respective chambers.

In May 2017, the Ministry of Aquaculture and 
Fisheries was created, to which all competences were 
delegated to have the stewardship and direct public 
policy on this sector. In 2019 it was restructured as 
a Secretariat of the Ministry of Production, led by 
people belonging to the respective chambers.

Among the leading companies in the industry is 
OMARSA, located in the province of Guayas and 
owned by the Banoni family. Its operations began in 
the late 1970s on an area of 250 hectares on Chupa-
dores Grande Island in the Guayas Gulf. Currently, 
it has an area of 3,735 hectares of pools, according 
to information published by the company itself. The 
Santa Priscila company, owned by the Salem fami-
ly, began operating in the late 1970s. It is located in 
the province of Santa Elena in the Chanduy area. In 
2018 it reported sales of US$534 million (Líderes 
Magazine, 2019). Promariscos represents the largest 
shrimp producing company in Ecuador. It owns 3 
000 hectares of extensive production in the province 
of Guayas. It was incorporated in 1981, belongs to 
the Spanish consortium Nueva Pescanova, according 
to information from the risk rating agency Global 
Ratings, March 2019 (Global Ratings 2019). All these 
companies control the chain of production, transfor-
mation and national and international commercial-
ization of its product.

HECTARES OF SHRIMP POOLS BY PROVINCE AND BY YEARS.
PROVINCE 1969 1999 2008 2015 2019

ESMERALDAS 0 12,997 12,388 19,288 20,700

MANABî 0 17,643 16,564 19,564 23,500

SANTA ELENA 0 1,009 14,516 16,100

GUAYAS 0 107,694 117,483 126,352 138,000

EL ORO 0 36,833 39,313 33,312 44,432

TOTAL 0 175,167 186,757 213,032 242,732

Source: C-Condem, 2005.

Table 1: Hectares of shrimp by province and by years
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2. The mangrove ecosystem of 
 the Ecuadorian coast, a disputed 

territory  
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This chapter briefly describes the ecological, social 
and cultural values of the mangrove ecosystem of 
the Ecuadorian coastal strip and emphasizes the 
processes of appropriation and privatization of this 
coastal marine territory that do not guarantee its 
conservation, as well as the conflicts generated in 
terms of access and management.

Current legislation establishes protection 
mechanisms for the mangrove ecosystem, 
considering it one of the most bio-diverse 
ecosystems on the planet. The Constitution 
of Ecuador recognizes nature as a subject of 
rights, and therefore its right to be fully restored. 
However, the analysis reveals that, in practice, the 
institutional action of the State has been developed 
for the benefit of the market, with an extractivist 
model, which causes a risk of disappearance to 
this ecosystem and consequently to its peoples of 
collectors and artisanal fishermen (Constitution of 
the Republic of Ecuador, 2008).

Since 2008, a process of institutional reform 
has been underway, as well as the updating of 
the legislative framework. This process was 
necessary for Ecuador to have a “modern and 
agile legislation”. Several legal frameworks have 

been established since then, with the purpose of 
promoting the productive sector and regulating the 
exploitation of natural resources. Regulations such 
as the Organic Code of Production (2010), the Law 
of the Organic Regime of Food Sovereignty (2010); 
Organic Environmental Code (2017), Organic Law 
for the Development of Aquaculture and Fisheries 
(2020) are, among several other transformations, 
tools that support legal certainty for investment, in 
this case of industrial shrimp aquaculture.

Note: This table misrepresents the extent of mangrove areas, as many of the areas delivered through 
ACUMS are within protected areas. 

Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador 

Photograph 1. Crab catcher in the province of El Oro.
Source: C-Condem, 2005.

Within this framework, the process of “legalization” 
of the pools dedicated to industrial shrimp 
aquaculture, which has been crystallized since 
2008, through the issuance of Executive Decree 
1391 for the regularization of this activity, is 
analyzed. Also, the process of handing over 
mangrove areas to traditional user organizations, 
through Executive Decree 1102, which dates back 
to 1999.

Although some organizations of traditional 
mangrove users, as the MAE calls the ancestral 
peoples of the mangrove ecosystem, have in 
the last 20 years accessed Sustainable Use 

and Custody Agreements in mangrove areas. 
This is established as a legal figure that gives 
mangrove areas in the form of a “concession” to 
“traditional user” organizations. Furthermore, these 
agreements do not guarantee a real territorial right 
over this ecosystem and are accompanied by the 
transfer of responsibility for its conservation to 
the hands of the organization. The investment 
made by the State is not significant in relation 
to the demand for its management and care and 
generates conflicts with communities of collectors 
who do not agree to these agreements.

2.1
Shrimp companies violate the rights of shrimp harvesting communities  

The mangrove is a coastal marine ecosystem, 
considered the maternity of the oceans. It is 
home to hundreds of thousands of bio-aquatic 
species in larval and juvenile stages that later 
inhabit the seas, sustaining the food, income and 

socio-cultural reproduction of millions of people 
and communities on the planet. Mangroves serve 
as protective barriers for coastal areas against 
climatic phenomena, as well as air and water 
purifiers.Table 2.

Mangrove Areas by Province 1969 – 2019 s
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On the coast of Ecuador, the mangrove ecosystem 
comprises five large estuarine systems, whose 
original extension corresponds to 362,802 hectares 
of mangrove forest. In addition, other forest 
species and saline areas can be found, according 
to agreement 238 of the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Livestock of 1987. This agreement declares 
it a protective forest and, consequently, prohibits 

all activities that are not related to the protective 
function of this ecosystem, especially those 
related to the construction of new shrimp ponds 
or expansion of existing ones. In addition, the Civil 
Code, in Art. 623, states that the mangroves are 
national goods of public use, that is to say, that 
their domain belongs to all Ecuadorians.

Photograph 2. Shrimp ponds in mangroves in the province of El Oro.
Source: C-Condem, 2005.

There are five estuarine hydrographic systems in 
the country:

Mangroves are historical hunting, fishing and 
gathering territories, the main source of protein 

supply for communities of gatherers and artisanal 
fisherfolk settled on the Ecuadorian coast, who also 
benefit from their commercialization.
In the mangrove area there is a record of the 
presence of native peoples from the coast of 
Ecuador. The Valdivia culture, one of the oldest in 
the continent, extended in territories of what is now 
known as the provinces of Guayas, Manabí, El Oro 
and Santa Elena. This people had a great capacity 
for mobility that allowed them to develop trade to 
Mesoamerica, as history reveals. There is also the 
Wankavilca people who occupied the peninsular 
area of Guayas, all of Santa Elena and southern 
Manabi, which is defined as a seafaring people. 

1. Santiago, Najurungo, Mataje with 40,093 
hectares.

2. Muisne and Cojimíes, with 20,093 hectares.
3. Chone, with 2,783 hectares.
4. Guayas, with 203,590 hectares.
5. Pagua, Jubones, Santa Rosa and Arenillas, 

with 95,392 hectares

The Jama Coaque culture, which settled from the 
south of Esmeraldas to the north of Manabí, the 
Atacames, among others, are perhaps the most 
relevant whose vestiges show their articulation 
to fishing and gathering that sustained their food 
and commercial and cultural exchange. In the 
province of Esmeraldas, the Afro people have 
inhabited the mangroves for more than 500 years 
(C-CODEM, 2007). Heirs of these cultures, today 
the ancestral peoples of the mangrove ecosystem, 
Cholos, Montubios, Wankavilcas and Afros, are 
demanding rights over this territory in a framework 

of disadvantage in the face of an economic policy 
that supports large-scale extractive industries such 
as shrimp aquaculture.

Between the 1980s and the end of the 1990s, 
the great devastation of the ecosystem and the 
accelerated expansion of industrial aquaculture 
in these areas was recorded. The cartography 
elaborated by C-CONDEM, in 2006, and published 
in the report Certifying Destruction, in 2007, clearly 
shows this devastation.

Source: C-Condem, 2005.

Map 1.
Estuary of the Jubones River, Santa Rosa, Arenillas. Province of El 

Oro. Shrimp Mangrove and Saline Areas 1969 - 1999.
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In these years there is a serious displacement 
of the communities of collectors and fishermen 
from the mangrove estuaries, is the testimony 
of Washington Cruz, conch collector, originally 
from Costa Rica Island in the province of El Oro, 
interviewed in Guayaquil, November 2019.

Until 2008, most of the pools dedicated to 
industrial shrimp aquaculture in Ecuador remained 
illegal due to the lack of operating permits. In 
addition, the pools did not have leasing contracts 
or property titles for the mangrove areas they 
occupied, mainly because the law prohibited 
ownership of this ecosystem. Regarding control 
over water use, it was observed that they did not 
have any type of control over the use of water and 
discharges. It is even evident that these companies 
occupied mangrove territories, destroying areas 
of the ecosystem, causing serious social and 
environmental damage. As indicated above, the 
mangrove is a national asset for public use, a forest 
patrimony of the Ecuadorian State. Before 2008, 
mangrove protection legislation prohibited the 
construction or expansion of mangrove forests, 
although some decrees and resolutions on the 
occupation of beaches and bays tacitly legalized it.

The illegal occupation brought with it the forced 
displacement of thousands of families of 
harvesters and fishermen from the estuaries. These 
people, who also do not have title to the mangrove 
forest, were deprived of the resources that 
generated income and well-being for their families. 
However, these settlers did not have a property title 
either, due to the aforementioned legal impediment. 
For this reason, it is not possible to speak of land 
dispossession in the strict sense of the word.

The Ecuadorian State has violated the customary 
right to the use of the mangrove ecosystem, which 
would correspond, by ancestry, to the peoples of 
the mangrove, and has allowed the permanent 
violation of all the rights of this population.

In October 2008, Executive Decree 1391, signed by 
President Rafael Correa Delgado, was issued with 
the purpose of legalizing the activity in protected 
areas along Ecuador’s coastal strip. Thus, by 
means of Executive Decrees, the deadlines for 
regularization of this activity were extended for 
at least five years, after the originally established 
deadline.

Decree 1391 considers the recognition of the 
illegality in which industrial shrimp aquaculture 
has acted. In the third paragraph of the recitals, it 
mentions

Clearly it can be deduced the intention to legalize 
an activity that has acted outside the law, within 
the framework of an extractivist model, in which it 
is promoted through an act of legalization, which 
sets a perverse precedent of impunity. With this 
precedent, the industry that occupies the mangrove 
zone could continue to increase its presence in the 
ecosystem, without normative regulation, and in a 
few years be subject to a new “regularization”.

This Decree 1391, in its article 1, numeral 3, 
mentions the need to recover and conserve 
the mangrove ecosystem, and includes as a 
requirement for access to the concession, the 
reforestation of mangrove forest for companies 
that occupy the mangrove ecosystem as follows: 
from 1 to 10 occupied hectares, 10% of mangrove 
reforestation, from 11 to 50 hectares 20%, from 51 
to 250 hectares 30%. The argument presented to 

“The shrimp companies leave only the 
mangrove edges and there is almost nowhere 
to work, people leave in search of work. I 
came 15 years ago from Costa Rica Island, 
I live with my family in Estero Salado, from 
here they have tried to evict us several times 
saying that we affect the mangrove, but what 
affects the mangrove and affects us are the 
shrimp farms. Several families have come 
from the province of El Oro. But here there are 
also people from Esmeraldas and Manabí; 
many shrimpers and fishermen come here 
looking for work (Interview 7)”.

“there are natural and legal persons that 
have occupied areas beyond those that have 
been granted to them and others that occupy 
mangrove areas without any type of permit 
or concession”. In the fourth paragraph it 
indicates that “the Multitemporal study of 
Shrimp Mangrove and Saline Areas carried 
out by CLIRSEN determines that forty 
thousand six hundred and forty-two hectares 
dedicated to industrial shrimp aquaculture do 
not have concession agreements” 
(Executive Decree 1391).

justify the regularization was the collection of fees 
for the concession granted to the companies that 
participated in the regularization.

In 1999, Ecuador’s Ministry of the Environment 
had set a fine of US$13,000 for illegal logging of 
one hectare of mangrove forest. On January 28, 
2011, according to Resolution 056, the fine was 
set at USD 89,273.01 per hectare for the same 
reason. However, these amounts were not applied 
at the time of “regularizing” the industry, opened by 
Decree 1391. On the other hand, art. 6, on the other 
hand, states that for the occupation of beach areas 
and bays (mangrove ecosystem) companies must 
pay from 0 to 10 hectares, no payment, and from 11 
hectares onwards USD 25.00 ha/year. In addition, 
the Decree’s regulations establish as a requirement 
a one-time payment of USD 500.00 to access 
the regularization. These amounts are derisory 
compared to what represents the ecological value 
of the mangrove ecosystem, as well as the value 
reported by the income of these companies.

Through MAGAP, a shrimp census was carried 
out and integrated into SIGACUA, which is the 
basis on which the industry is regulated. Currently, 
this system is managed by the Secretariat of 
Aquaculture. The National Fishing Institute has 
an updated registry of the companies or persons 
that own the shrimp companies but cannot find 
the number of hectares given in property or 
concession. The regulation of Executive Decree 
1391 proposes that, to access the concession, the 
following requirements related to employment in 
the sector:

1. List of the workers who are under the 
applicant’s dependency.

2. Copy of the notices of entry of the Ecuadorian 
Institute of Social Security of the workers 
that are under dependency relationship to the 
applicant.

3. Health certificate for employees who are under 
a dependency relationship to the applicant

4. If you do not have employees, submit a sworn 
statement that you do not have personnel in 
charge. (General Regulations To The Law Of 
Fisheries and Fishing Development 2010)

This process has had several inconsistencies, 
through information gathered by interview 1 , it is 
explained that the logging of mangrove forest and 
the expansion of shrimp ponds has not stopped in 
the Gulf of Guayas.

Several testimonies from community members 
explain that in order to access the regularization, 
the companies looked for places outside their 
pools to carry out reforestation; they even bought 
mangrove areas from the community members 
that were reforested communally within different 
projects, including naturally regenerated areas. 
C-CONDEM leaders verified this situation:

In the Addendum to the Decree, the Government 
allows reforestation outside the occupied area. 
This unleashed a problem in the estuaries where 
mangrove propagules were reforested in beach 
areas, where mangrove tree mortality is very high. 

“We have denounced several mangrove 
clearings in the Gulf in recent years, but 
there has been no response from the 
authorities. Those who have Sustainable 
Use and Custody Agreements in Mangrove 
area are obliged to denounce the logging, the 
authorities make inspections together with 
the organizations, but a report never arrives 
and worse a sanction.” (Interview1, 2019)

“(...) in a tour of the provinces of El Oro, 
Esmeraldas, and Manabí we were able to 
verify that reforested areas of mangrove 
forest, carried out with C-CONDEM projects, 
had signs indicating that shrimp companies 
were responsible for the reforestation. 
We also found that in the salt marsh of 
the Arenilla reserve, in the south of the 
province of El Oro, another company had 
reforested, and the entire plantation was 
dead. In Esmeraldas and Manabí, we found 
reforestation in sandy areas, some had taken 
root, but they strangle the estuary and kill the 
schools of small fish, because they are sandy 
areas, not forest areas. The truth is that the 
shrimp ponds were not affected;” 
(Interview2, 2020).

1. Conducted in November 2019, to Federico Koeller, mangrove 
ecosystem defense activist of the Cerro Verde Foundation in the 

city of Guayaquil.
2. Conducted with Líder Góngora Farías of C-CONDEM in 

Esmeraldas, January 2020.
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This is since this is not a forest area but a sandy 
area and, in the case of pruning, the estuary is 
strangled. In no case did the project contribute to 
the restoration of the ecosystem.

In April 2009, C-CONDEM filed an 
unconstitutionality lawsuit before the 
Constitutional Court of Ecuador, arguing that 
community reforestations were being cut down 
and were growing over shrimp ponds that had 
been installed in the mangrove ecosystem and 
had been abandoned for years. They denounced 
the placement of reinforcing walls, opening of 
artificial canals and expansion of the shrimp ponds 
over the mangrove ecosystem. Also, the planting 
of mangrove trees in areas that do not belong to 
the ecosystem and do not favor its dynamics, and 
despite this they comply with the established norm, 
and conflicts and violence against the Pueblos. The 
lawsuit was filed in August of that year and was 
resolved in favor of the Executive three years later.

In 2010, Decree 1391 was integrated into the 
Organic Regime of Food Sovereignty Law, in article 
16.

Although the legislative framework for the 
regularization of industrial shrimp aquaculture 
established a one-year term for interested parties, 
this term was permanently extended, allowing the 
entire sector to become regularized.

The 2017 Organic Environmental Code of Ecuador 
of the year 2017, on the other hand, in its article 
103, ratifies that:

“The State will promote sustainable fishing 
and aquaculture production and will 
establish the norms for the protection of 
ecosystems. Land illegally occupied and 
exploited by natural or legal persons, shrimp 
and aquaculture will be reverted to the State 
if regularization is not requested within one 
year, in accordance with current regulations 
on the matter, in order to ensure processes 
of repopulation and recovery of mangroves” 
(Ley de Régimen Orgánico de la Soberanía 
Alimentaria 2010).

Leaving in the hands of the fishing authority the 
power to grant concessions for the use of the 
ecosystem leaves the door open to privatization in 
favor of industrial shrimp aquaculture, as has been 
the historical practice.

In the province of El Oro, several companies have 
been denounced by the organizations. There have 
been 11 murders in the last 10 years, according 
to C-CONDEM records. Shell and crab harvesters 
have been shot and killed by shrimp farm security 
guards, mauled by the dogs that keep the pools for 
security, or electrocuted in the mangrove swamps 
that surround the shrimp farms, the only places 
where shell or crabs can be found, according to the 
shell gatherers of the Venecia del Mar Association.

“The mangrove ecosystem is an asset of 
the State, which is out of commerce, it is 
not susceptible of possession or any other 
means of appropriation, and neither dominion 

Since the first years of occupation of 
the ecosystem by shrimp companies, 
very serious levels of violence have been 
registered in relation to the work, food and 
lives of the shrimp collectors in the different 
coastal provinces of Ecuador. But with the 
regularization process, violence increased 
“(...) our lives are worthless. Now with papers 
in hand the shrimp farmers tell us that they 
own their pools, that is, our mangroves “ 
(Interview 3, 2019).

3. Made to Neiva Carrasco, member of the women crab collectors 
of the Asociación Amor y Esperanza of the province of El Oro, 

December 2019.

nor any other real right can be acquired by 
prescription; and it can only be sustainably 
exploited by means of a concession granted 
or renewed by the Ministry in charge of the 
fishing area. The communes, communities, 
peoples, and ancestral nationalities may 
request to be granted the custody and 
sustainable use of the mangrove for their 
subsistence, exploitation and exclusive 
commercialization of fish, mollusks and 
crustaceans, among other species, that 
develop in this habitat. The organization of 
popular and solidarity economy associations 
will be favored and prioritized. The activities 
of use, and other technical considerations 
related to the area, will be defined by the 
National Environmental Authority.” 
(Código Orgánico Ambiental 2017).

There have been 11 murders in the last 10 
years, according to C-CONDEM records. 
Shell and crab harvesters have been shot 
and killed by shrimp farm security guards, 
mauled by the dogs that keep the pools for 
security, or electrocuted in the mangrove 
swamps that surround the shrimp farms, 
the only places where shell or crabs can 
be found, according to the shell gatherers 
of the Venecia del Mar Association.
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“For the inhabitants of the Litoral, the impact 
of the shrimp industry in the country has not 
only been environmental. Jorge Luis Jara 
Abril, an artisanal fisherman from Huaquillas, 
a town on the border with Peru in the 
province of El Oro, remembers how his father 
was electrocuted to death on May 2, 2011, in 
the electrified fence of a shrimp farm owned 
by a captain of the Ecuadorian Air Force on 
passive duty. “

By 2019, the totality of the extension of pools on 
the Ecuadorian coast enjoyed "legality", through 
concessions and even property titles.

My father was 49 years old and had five 
children. They did not compensate us; 
what’s more, they accused my father of 
stealing, which was not true. My dad was 
catching crab and was wearing his fatigues.” 
(Machado Decio 2013).

2.2
Shrimp companies violate the rights of shrimp harvesting communities  

The Secretariat of Aquaculture and Fisheries 
registers a total of 1481 shrimp farming 
companies, natural and legal, approved by this 
State portfolio, as of 2018. That is, each company 
would have 162 hectares of shrimp ponds 
(mangrove ecosystem territory). It should be 
considered that Decree 1391 allowed concessions 
of a maximum of 250 hectares for each natural 
person or company, which meant that people 

and companies that operated up to 2,000 ha and 
8,000 ha of pools, regularized them in the name of 
third parties. Before this Decree, it was possible 
to locate the “owners” of the shrimp ponds on the 
Ecuadorian coast, and large monopolies could 
be established in the hands of families linked to 
banana exports and private banking. Today, the 
concessions or properties appear in the names of 
family members (Interview 2, 2020).

Figura 3.Number of hectares of shrimp ponds in mangrove 
areas and agricultural land in 2019.

Source: Secretaría De Acuacultura Y Pesca.
Prepared by: Juan Pablo Valero

The main argument used by the government and 
industrial shrimp aquaculture entrepreneurs to 
deliver and access great benefits is the generation 
of employment. In this regard, the figures mention 
the permanence of 150,000 jobs (2015), with an 
increase of 250,000 jobs in 2019. These figures 
from the National Chamber of Aquaculture include 
the entire chain, i.e., from production to export.

When consulted by several workers of shrimp pools 
4, it was verified that the situation has improved 
very little, since generally the people responsible 
for the pools, “administrators”, do not have a work 
contract, nor do they have the security to remain 
in it. “We work three people in this shrimp farm, 
the fireman, the administrator and the guard, the 
average salary of each one is 400 USD, but it is a 
24-hour job, we do not have a contract and any 
moment we are fired” (Interview 4, 2020).

During the shrimp harvest, the companies generate 
labor, obviously temporary, mainly for young men 

5. “Harvesting is done every three months; it can 
be said that there are three or even four harvests 
a year. We work about eight to ten hours for the 
harvest, and we are paid between USD 15 and USD 
20 for a 10-hectare pool. (Interview 5, 2020).

In the packing companies, employment is also 
temporary; women are generally hired to peel 
and clean the shrimp. “A woman can earn up to 
twelve dollars in about four hours, if she peels one 
hundred or one hundred and twenty pounds of 
shrimp, since they pay 0.10 cents per pound. The 
work is in each aguaje, that is, every eight days you 
can get half a day of work, it depends on whether 
there is harvest, it depends on whether it is reached 
because there are many women looking for this 
work, because there is no more around here. “6 
(Interview 6, 2019).

2.3
Shrimp companies violate the rights of shrimp harvesting communities  
In 1996, communities of the mangrove ecosystem 
of southern Esmeradas province signed an 
agreement with the Ecuadorian National Institute 
of Forestry, Natural Areas and Wildlife (INEFAN). 
This agreement allows for co-management of the 
Muisne-Cojimíes estuary hydrographic system, 
guaranteeing the mangrove’s status as a national 
asset for public use and, therefore, free access 
and transit for the estuary’s harvesting and fishing 
communities. This was based on the demand 
of the women shell collectors (mollusk Anadara 
Simislis - Anadara Tuberculosa) of the Muisne 
area, based on the need to have some kind of 
guarantee of their collective ancestral right in this 
territory, in the face of the eviction process caused 
by the expansion of industrial shrimp aquaculture 
(FUNDECOL, 2004).

In July 1999, the government of Jamil Mahuad 
issued Decree 1102 ratifying mangrove protection; 
It prohibits the construction of new shrimp ponds 
and the expansion of existing ones in mangrove 
areas, and incorporates a legal figure that will allow 
organizations of

Eecutive Decree 1102, published on July 29, 
1999, was delivered to the mangrove peoples’ 

4 Testimony of a shrimp pool worker, anonymous, Esmeraldas, January 2020.
5 Pedro Ramirez, interviewed in Esmeraldas, January 2020.

6 Conducted with Juliana de la Cruz, in Manabí, interviewed in December 2019.

“ancestral mangrove users” to access 
the management of a mangrove area 
through a Sustainable Use and Custody 
Agreement (AUSCM), with the argument 
that these organizations have taken care of 
the mangrove for several decades and are 
recognized as having a “right to continue 
taking care of it”.
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organizations grouped in the C-CONDEM, by the 
then Undersecretary of the Environment Marcel 
Feraud, three days after the celebration of the 
International Day for the Defense of the Mangrove 
Ecosystem, on the island of Muisne.

According to lawyer Lourdes Proaño Albán, 
legal advisor of C CONDEM interviewed in 
Esmeraldas in January 2020, this Decree has 
two “misleading” aspects with respect to 
the rights of the communities of collectors 
and fishermen of the estuaries and the 
conservation of the mangrove ecosystem, 
It opens the door to the privatization of 
mangrove areas in favor of organizations 
that do not necessarily represent the totality 
of the mangrove peoples of the Ecuadorian 
coastal strip, and it recognizes the existence of 
shrimp ponds within the mangrove ecosystem, 
without making reference to their illegality 
and sanctions, leaving the possibility of their 
legalization.

In fact, in 2008, Decree 1102 served as the 
basis for the regularization of shrimp ponds 
promoted by the National Government through 
Decree 1391, since it was used as a reference 
to legalize the occupation of the ponds. In 
2010, the privatization of the areas handed 
over through AUSCM was completed with MAE 
Agreement No. 129 of August 2008, which 
recognized the exclusive use of these areas by 
the beneficiary organizations.

According to the authorities, this figure was 
created with the objectives of conserving the 
mangrove ecosystem, involving the community 
in its sustainable management, balancing 
access in relation to industrial shrimp 
aquaculture, and giving some legal security to 
the harvesting communities over the territory 
they have inhabited for millennia.
Several of the organizations grouped in the 
C-CONDEM permanently opposed this form of 
privatization of the ecosystem, as it violated 
the collective rights of the ancestral peoples 
of the ecosystem, especially the right to work, 

since thousands of shellfish and crustacean 
harvesters in the estuaries were excluded from 
access to these agreements.

Between 2000 and 2014, approximately 44,600 
hectares were handed over to organizations in 
the provinces of Guayas, El Oro, and the north 
of the province of Esmeraldas, according to 
the MAE. To do so, they had to comply with 
the basic requirements of being a legally 
constituted organization and develop a 
management plan for the area. The Agreement 
has a duration of 10 years; it is subject to 
evaluation and may be renewed based on the 
results.

According to Máximo Cangá of C-CONDEM, 
the mid-term evaluation of the beneficiary 
organizations of the Agreements resulted in 
the effectiveness of the organization’s actions 
to conserve the mangrove forest, since they 
have always carried out these actions.

Lourdes Proaño comments that in this first 
stage, the government provided minimal 
support to the beneficiary organizations, which 
was invested in control and surveillance. 
Rather, it transferred to them the State’s 
exclusive responsibility for their natural 
heritage, such as protection and conservation.

These regularized privatizations by the State, 
deepen the conflict that already existed 
between the companies dedicated to industrial 
shrimp aquaculture and the communities of 
harvesters and fishermen of the estuaries, 
and between these communities and the 
organizations “owners” of the areas handed 
over through AUSCM 7 (Interview, 2019).

2.3.1 Mangrove areas with sustainable use and stewardship agreements on the Ecuadorian coast by 2019

The organizations that have gained access 
to mangrove management through AUSCM 
prevent access to collectors from other 
organizations and to non-organized collectors. 
As a result, the right to work of these 
populations, who have ancestrally been linked 
to the ecosystem, is violated. It has even 
provoked violent confrontations, according 
to the testimony of crab harvesters from 
the Asociación Amor y Esperanza (Love and 
Hope Association). These collectors indicate 
that in the last year the confrontations have 
decreased. However, payment agreements are 
made in order to enter these areas to collect. 
Payment can be in cash or in product (shell or 
crab), they say.

In the opinion of Líder Góngora Farías, giving 
AUSCM, even worse with exclusive use in a 
national public property, Natural Heritage of 
Ecuador, to organizations that do not represent 
the entire population that historically inhabits 
the mangrove ecosystem, without an approach 
of recognition of the collective right of this 
territory to the communities of collectors and 
fishermen of the estuaries, is a violation of all 
the rights of these populations. The right to 
work, to food sovereignty, even to free transit, 
are violated.

7 Made to Lucio Cacao de la Cruz president of C-CONDEM and president of the Association of Concha Venecia del Mar Collectors of the 
province of El Oro, in an interview granted in December 2019.

Table 3.
Mangrove areas with Sustainable Use and Custody Agreements in 2019.

Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador.
Prepared by: C-CONDEM
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In the process, it is not known how territories are 
granted to the communities, the criteria according 
to which the area related to the harvesting activity 
to which the organization is dedicated is not 
known. There are testimonies that organizations of 
crab harvesters are given shell production areas, 
for example

Table 4 shows that 243 partners from 7 
organizations have benefited from 1,464.14 
hectares of mangroves in an estuary where 3,000 
families depend on the mangrove ecosystem. 
Only 3,200 hectares of mangroves survive in this 
estuary, out of an original extension of 20,093 

Figure 4.
Mangrove areas with sustainable use and stewardship agreements.

Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador.
Prepared by: C-CONDEM

hectares (Fundación de Defensa Ecológica 2006).
Furthermore, it is concluded that, in this area, out 
of 243 beneficiaries, 60.90% are men and 40.10% 
are women, and out of 7 organizations, 3 are led 
by women. This shows that gender equity has 
not been taken into account when handing over 
the areas in custody, despite the fact that in the 
Muisne - Cojimíes estuary most of the collectors 
are women.  

Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador (2019).
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Map 2.
Estuary of the Jubones River, Santa Rosa, Arenillas. 

Province of El Oro. Shrimp Mangrove and Saline Areas 
1969 - 1999.

Prepared by: C-Condem

Map 2 shows in red the existence of shrimp farms 
in mangrove zones and mangrove remnants (green) 
in the Muisne River estuary. 

According to official data, 6,700 families would 
have 79,194 hectares of mangrove under their 
management. This means that on average each 
family has access to 11.8 hectares of mangrove 
forest.

According to statements made by Luis Suarez, 
director of Conservation International, 69,000 
hectares of mangrove forest are given through 
AUSCM to 59 organizations of harvesters and 
artisanal fishermen of the Ecuadorian coast. Of 
these, 26 benefit from the Socio Manglar program, 
in which the Ecuadorian government invests USD 
440,000 per year in the general budget.
According to the 2010 Population and Housing 
Census, approximately 1,100,000 people are 
engaged in harvesting and fishing in the mangrove 
estuaries of Ecuador’s coast, taking into account 
the parishes with mangrove influence and the 
activity of the population. This information results 
in approximately 183,300 families that sustain their 
food, work and economy in this coastal marine 
territory (C-CONDEM, 2013).

In the case of the mangrove estuary of the Muisne 
River hydrographic system, the Asociación de 
Recolectoras de Concha Virgen del Carmen, a 
historical organization that defends the mangrove 
ecosystem, has not acceded to AUSCM.

8 Interview with Ruth Cortez Castillo, interviewed in Esmeraldas, January 2020.
9 Conducted with Reverside Castillo in Esmeraldas, January 2020.

10 Conducted with Rosa Santos, woman crab collector in El Oro province, December 2019.

In 2012, the C-CONDEM proposed the recognition 
of community protected areas within the mangrove 
territories; the Portoviejo River mangrove estuary 
was declared a Community Protected Area. Five 
communities that inhabit the area participated in 
the agreement: San Jacinto, San Clemente, Las 
Gilces, Santa Teresa, and San Roque, with the 
purpose of maintaining a community territory with 
collective rights; however, the declaration did not 
resonate with the Government.

In 2012, the C-CONDEM proposed the recognition 
of community protected areas within the mangrove 
territories; the Portoviejo River mangrove estuary 
was declared a Community Protected Area. Five 
communities that inhabit the area participated in 

The agreements for the sustainable use 
and custody of mangroves benefit, to date, 
68 groups and at least 6,700 families of 
mangrove users. The majority of these (90% 
of the total) correspond to shellfish and crab 
farmers. This shows that the agreements 
mainly benefit mainly benefit these human 
groups” (Bravo 2019).

“We don’t agree with this type of mangrove 
sharing, and worse that people should be 
paid for a function that our ecosystem 

fulfills. The mangrove ecosystem is the 
natural industry where we can all work and 
no one’s work can be impeded. What should 
be done is to evict those shrimp farms 
that came to invade, pollute, and kill, or to 
divide the community by buying people “8 
(Interview 8, 2020).

“The food that the mangrove gives us is the 
most important thing for us, that is where all 
our food sovereignty is, but it is disappearing 
because there is no more mangrove, the little 
that exists is already owned. The estuaries 
are contaminated with so much poison from 
the shrimp trawlers...now the silent enemy 
is pollution, everything comes out with the 
chemicals they discharge into the estuary. 
Before, a lot of product was extracted: shells 
of a thousand to fifteen hundred a day. The 
canoes would arrive overflowing with fish: 
snappers, snook, sierra, corvinas, gualajos, 
there was everything... Now it is only taken 
for sale, and sometimes not even for that. 
The product is sold to cover other expenses, 
for the children’s studies, for medicine 
because nobody gives us anything, and 
sometimes there is nothing left for food, 
but now they don’t let everyone into the 
mangrove swamp9” (Interview 9, 2020).
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the agreement: San Jacinto, San Clemente, Las 
Gilces, Santa Teresa, and San Roque, with the 
purpose of maintaining a community territory with 
collective rights; however, the declaration did not 
resonate with the Government.

69,000 hectares of mangrove 
forest are given through AUSCM 
to 59 organizations of harvesters 
and artisanal fishermen of the 
Ecuadorian coast. Of these, 26 benefit 
from the Socio Manglar program, in 
which the Ecuadorian government 
invests USD 440,000 per year in the 
general budget.

2.3
Unequal access to resources      

While the companies dedicated to industrial 
shrimp aquaculture obtain concessions or 
property titles in the mangrove ecosystem 
from the Ecuadorian government to develop 
an activity that involves cutting down 
forests, clogging estuaries and polluting 
discharges, the organizations of traditional 
mangrove users obtain AUSCM that basically 
commits them to care for and conserve the 
ecosystem, assuming the responsibility of 
the State. (C-CODEM 2007)

In previous paragraphs we have detailed the type 
of local labor generated by the industry, poorly 
paid, temporary, and without any type of insurance. 
Other requirements have to do with specific 
permits for the quality of production, for which the 
State has put an entire infrastructure at the service 
of the sector, such as the permanent research 
carried out by the Escuela Politécnica del Litoral 
(ESPOL), among others.

In September 2010, the MFA enacted Agreement 
129 of the AUSCM Procedure. It defines the 
requirements for traditional user organizations of 
the mangrove ecosystem to access areas through 
this figure.

The activities allowed in these areas, according to 
these decrees are: (a) Extractive fishing of fish and 
invertebrates; (b) Breeding, fattening or farming 
of fish, invertebrates, mammals, reptiles or other 
species of native fauna through practices that 
do not affect mangrove cover or the dynamics of 
water bodies; (c) Controlled forest management; 
(d) Mangrove reforestation; (e) Ecotourism and 
non-destructive mangrove recreation activities; (f) 

Conservation and protection; and, (g) Education 
and scientific research.

Therefore, a management plan for the area is 
required, approved by the Undersecretary of 
Coastal Marine Management, part of the Ministry 
of the Environment of Ecuador. The cost of 
preparing the management plan is assumed 
by the beneficiary organization. This plan must 
guarantee the sustainable management of the 
area, contain a surveillance plan and an evaluation 
and monitoring plan, basically. Article 4 of 
Agreement 129 of 2010, in effect to date, states 
that: legal entities requesting the area must include 
internal regulations for the use of the requested 
area, which must establish: a) The management 
measures to be taken and the sanctions that the 
organization will apply to violators in the event of 
noncompliance.

Shell harvesting communities have been subject to 
a permanent ban on the minimum size of shellfish, 
set at 4.5 cm by the Undersecretariat of Fisheries 
Resources since 2007. Testimonies from shellfish 
harvesters along the entire coastal strip indicate 
that the problem with this ban is that the size of 
the shell is getting smaller and smaller, due to the 
deteriorated conditions of the ecosystem, so it is 
difficult to comply with it. In addition, they indicate 
that there is no responsibility on the part of the 
traders or consumers to control this ban.

Crab-harvesting communities must respect the 
two sixty-day closed seasons of February-March 
and August-September. Non-compliance is cause 
for seizure of the product; there is no government 
subsidy or income to support these closures.
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For five decades, the press has reported 
dozens of times in which industrial shrimp 
aquaculture has received debt forgiveness, 
subsidies, tax exemptions and other 
advantages granted by governments during 
“critical” times for the industry, such as the 
1999 white spot syndrome (C-CODEM 2007), 
which was affected by diseases derived from 
poor production practices.

Agreement 129 states that AUSCMs can be 
delivered within Mangrove Protected Areas. In fact, 
in the north of the province of Esmeradas these 
areas are within the Cayapas Mataje Mangrove 
Reserve; in the south of the province, they are 
within the Muisne Cojimíes Estuary Wildlife 
Refuge; in the Gulf of Guayas, they are within the 
Manglares Churute protected area; as well as in 
the estuary of the Chone River, in the province of 
Manabí, in the Wildlife Refuge. This ratifies that the 
MAE is transferring its protection and conservation 
responsibility to the beneficiary organizations of 
the agreements.

In Certifying the Destruction, it is stated that 
around 1,000,000 people are directly and 
indirectly sustained by harvesting and fishing in 
the estuaries; by the trade of shellfish and fish 
extracted from mangrove ecosystems; and by the 
production of food based on these products. At 
present, more young people are dedicated to the 
collection of mollusks and crustaceans and to 
artisanal fishing, due to the lack of employment.
The estuarine fishermen and gatherers are 
historically nomadic peoples who, within the 
ecosystem, traveled over large areas. Currently, 
their relationship with the mangrove is highly 
mobile. However, they have always defined 
themselves with a social, cultural and economic 
belonging to this territory.

C-CONDEM groups 82 organizations and 
communities of collectors and fishermen settled 
along the coastal strip in five provinces with 
influence of the ecosystem, which converge 
in the objective of recovering, conserving, and 
defending the mangrove of the Ecuadorian coast. 
Since 1998, C-CONDEM has demanded that the 
Ecuadorian government recognize the collective 
territorial rights of ancestral peoples. Until 2008, 
co-management agreements of the ecosystem 
were reached between the organizations of the 
C-CONDEM and the environmental authority, 
agreements in which the collective right was 
respected and the free access of collectors 
and fishermen to carry out their work in the 
estuaries was guaranteed, a situation that is 
transformed with the delivery of the AUSCM to the 
organizations, which determines the termination of 
these agreements.

The organizations and communities of the 
C-CONDEM are pioneers in the reforestation of the 
mangrove forest and the repopulation of mollusks 
and crustaceans. More than 5 thousand hectares 
have been reforested by the organizations grouped 
in the C-CONDEM. On two occasions, C-CONDEM 
presented to the National Assembly of Ecuador, 
bills for the Recovery and Conservation of the 
Mangrove Ecosystem. C-CONDEM has presented 
more than 1,200 denouncements for mangrove 
forest logging and estuary contamination to the 
competent authorities.

In 2006 and 2007, the peoples grouped in the 
C-CONDEM defined themselves as Ancestral 
Peoples of the Mangrove Ecosystem and continue 
to demand collective territorial rights. In 2010, 
the MAE’s agreement to regulate the areas given 
in custody names the ancestral mangrove user 
organizations as beneficiaries, but there are no 

parameters to determine which would be these 
organizations; nor is it known what criteria are 
used to allocate them.

In August 2014, Decree 198 of the MAE created 
the framework for the beneficiary organizations 
of the Agreements to be part of the National 
Incentives Strategy of the Socio Bosque Program 
that, since that same year, has been promoted by 
the Ecuadorian government, in its Socio Mangrove 
version. According to Tapia (2014), the incentives 
are set at an annual amount for each beneficiary 
organization, according to the following table:

The first experiences of the Socio Mangrove 
Program have been implemented in the Gulf of 
Guayaquil, then in the provinces of El Oro and 
Esmeraldas, and finally in the province of Manabi. 
The program is relatively new and has not yet been 

evaluated by the communities, but it is evident 
that the model of privatization of the ecosystem is 
deepening, concentrating mangrove areas in the 
hands of a few organizations that do not represent 
the entire population of collectors and fishermen 
of the estuaries of the Ecuadorian coastal strip. It 
is in force and is executed in all the coastal marine 
provinces of Ecuador.

Although the delivery of the AUSCM recognizes the 
mangrove user organizations’ participation in the 
management and conservation of the ecosystem, 
according to the authorities’ criteria, it cannot be 
considered as the recognition of a territorial right 
but as a delegation for the care, since its control 
is a private function of the State. Therefore, these 
agreements do not mean access to any type of 
sovereignty or autonomy of the mangrove peoples 
over the territory they have ancestrally inhabited.
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3.The case of the province of 
El Oro
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Officially, 19,000 ha of mangroves have been 
identified in the Pagua, Jubones, Santa Rosa 
system, which covers the province of El Oro. In this 
province, the mangrove ecosystem is concentrated 

in the cantons of El Guabo, Machala, Santa Rosa, 
Arenillas and Huaquillas. Originally, the province of 
El Oro had 63,653 hectares. (see Map 3).

Map 3.
Province of El Oro. Mangroves, shrimp farms and saline 

areas. 1969 – 2017

Prepared by: C-Condem

Currently, 53% of the shrimp companies are located 
in this province. The Secretariat of Aquaculture 
indicates that 783 companies occupy an area of 

44,400 hectares, with 876 concessions on beaches 
and bays.

Source: Secretaría De Acuacultura, 2019
Prepared by: Juan Pablo Valero.

On the other hand, according to the MAE, the 
remaining mangroves in this province have been 
conserved according to the following table.

Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador.
Prepared by: Juan Pablo Valero.

The mangrove ecosystem is an important source 
of fishery resources for the coastal populations 
of El Oro, with 5,326 people engaged in artisanal 
fishing, mainly crab and conch (Ucides occidentalis 
and Anadara tuberculosa, respectively). Shell 
collectors occupy 17.4% and crab collectors 7.8% 
of total mangrove-related activities, according to 
data from the 2009 Fisheries Census. That same 
year, MAGAP indicated that the province provides 
32% of the national total of shells, which come 
mainly from the mangroves of Puerto Hualtaco, 
Puerto Bolívar and Puerto Jelí.

In this province, between 26 and 30 organizations 
have accessed AUSCM, in an area of between 
11,318 and 11,746 hectares (figures differ among 

sources). Information from Ecuador’s Ministry of 
the Environment indicates that 1,462 members of 
these organizations are beneficiaries, 896 men and 
236 women. The 23.33% are women accessing the 
Agreement, ratifying that there is no gender focus 
at the time of delivering this area.

Table 8 shows the lack of criteria in the allocation 
of these areas with respect to the number of 
members and hectares allocated. The distribution 
to the seven organizations shown in the table is an 
example.
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Source: Ministry of Environment of Ecuador.
Prepared by: Juan Pablo Valero.

3.1 
The collecting communities of the canton Machala, 
Puerto Bolivar parish
This research focuses on the case study of an 
organization of crab harvesters in the province of 
El Oro, located in Puerto Bolivar, Machala, in the 
area of influence of the Huayla estuary of the Santa 
Rosa hydrographic system, the estuarine system of 
the south Pagua-Jubones-Santa Rosa.
This case study provides an approximation of the 
current situation of the harvesting communities 
of one of the most important estuaries of the 
Ecuadorian coast and a more general analysis of 
the conditions of the mangrove communities of the 
Ecuadorian coast. In this way, it is hoped that the 
expansion of industrial shrimp aquaculture and the 
handing over of areas through Sustainable Use and 
Custody Agreements to mangrove ancestral user 
organizations by the MAE on the Ecuadorian coast 
will have similar impacts.

The province of El Oro has 15 fishing coves, 
most of which are dedicated to artisanal fishing, 
followed by shell harvesting and then crabs. These 

coves are Bajo Alto (old), Las Casitas, La Puntilla, 
Isla Las Huacas, Bajo Alto (new), Costa Rica, 
Tendales, Isla Bellavista, Puerto Bolívar, Hualtaco, 
Dos Bocas, La Pitahaya, La Chivería, Puerto Jelí, 
Pongalillo. These coves are mainly settled in rural 
areas of the province (Moreno 2018). However, the 
Puerto Bolivar cove, located in the parish of the 
same name and in the Machala canton, considered 
an urban area, has impoverished characteristics 
comparable to other fishing coves.

The inhabitants of the Puerto Bolívar cove are 
settled along the Huaylá estuary, which has lost 
more than 90% of its mangrove ecosystem (Map 
C-CONDEM 2020), only remnants can be seen 
along the estuary, as a sort of curtain that protects 
the shrimp ponds, located behind a thin row of 
mangrove forest. (see Map 4).

Estero Huaylá. Puerto Bolívar. Machala. El Oro. Ecuador
Source: C-Condem
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The inhabitants of 
the Puerto Bolívar cove are settled 
along the Huaylá estuary, 

which has lost more than 90% 
of its mangrove ecosystem (Map 
C-CONDEM 2020), only remnants can 
be seen along the estuary, as a sort 

of curtain that protects
the shrimp ponds, 
located behind 

mangrove 
forest.

a thin row of

Map 3.
Province of El Oro. Mangroves, shrimp farms and saline 

areas. 1969 – 2017

Prepared by: Geanina Zamora.

In 2006, an MAE study determined the presence 
of high levels of contamination from industrial 
and domestic waste discharges, which drastically 
affect the survival of the estuary’s aquatic 
biodiversity, a situation that has not been 
controlled, much less remedied to date.

The area of influence, where the collectors and 
fishermen of Puerto Bolívar cove carry out their 
work, are the Puná, Casa Camarón, Estero El 
Bravito, Estero Arenal, Quirinquinchal and El Pilo 
estuaries. As in the rest of the country, in the last 
10 years, the conflict over access to the mangrove 
ecosystem has not only confronted the shell and 
crab collecting communities with the companies 

dedicated to industrial shrimp aquaculture, but 
also with the beneficiary organizations of the 
AUSCM. In this territory, they are not necessarily 
ancestral users, as commented by the shell 
collectors of the Venecia del Mar Association.

Although the province of El Oro is considered 
highly productive because it has the highest 
concentration of banana production and 
the second highest concentration of shrimp 
production in Ecuador, the socioeconomic 
figures of its cantons and parishes do not reflect 
this productivity. According to the last census, 
the province’s population exceeds 60% of the 
population in terms of Unsatisfied Basic Needs 
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(UBN). In the Contingency Plan for the Winter 
Stage 2019 -2020 of the Environmental and Risk 
Management Department of the Decentralized 
Autonomous Government of Machala, there 
is an analysis of the vulnerability of the 46 
neighborhoods of the parish. All neighborhoods 
present high physical, social, economic, and 
political vulnerability, with a rating of 4 out of 5. 
This means that they have no infrastructure or 
capacity to respond to problems that arise during 
the winter season, such as diseases and floods, 
basically.

This is especially important because the parish 
of Puerto Bolívar is made up of neighborhoods of 
collectors and artisanal fishermen, settled there 
because of the access to the estuary and the sea, 
but the destruction of the protective barrier, the 
mangrove forest and the blocking of estuaries that 
transform the hydrodynamics of the area, make the 
inhabitants highly vulnerable.

3.2 
The crab harvesters of the Amor y Esperanza Association
Most of the members of this organization are 
families from the province of Manabí, who 
inhabited the banks of the Chone River estuary. 
At the end of the 1970s, conch and crab were 
drastically reduced in the area and the harvesters 
had to migrate to seek their livelihood in the 
Gulf of Guayas River, where mangroves were still 
abundant, says Germán Carrasco, father of a large 
family of red crab harvesters.

The Association is made up of 80 members, 58 of 
whom are active. Their ages range from 14 to 75 
years, most of them between 25 and 40 years old. 
Of the 58 active members, 36 are men and 18 are 
women. The average number of family members 
is 6 people; it should be noted that a good 
percentage are single mothers, who are headed by 
grandchildren. The level of schooling is 3 years, in 
people over thirty years of age, in the younger ones 
the average is second year of basic education. 
Harvesting is the work of the whole family: from 
the age of seven, on average, children already go 
harvesting.

Their households are spread over 7 neighborhoods 
in Puerto Bolívar, with the highest concentration in 

Sauces 2; 80% are homeowners. The houses have 
access to piped water, latrines, and septic tanks; 
most of the sewage is discharged into a nearby 
estuary, garbage is collected twice a week, and 
100% have cell phones. The neighborhoods where 
the crab farmers live are adjacent to 1,200 hectares 
of shrimp ponds.

They go crab harvesting twice a week in two- or 
three-day days, each day represents between 
US$32 and US$36 in income, with an operating 
expense of US$12 per trip, which translates into 
a maximum real monthly income of US$192. The 
women dedicate themselves to crab pulping and 
sell pulp to intermediaries; in income it means 
practically the same “...it takes a lot of crabs to 
obtain one pound, so what we get is one or two 
dollars more and it is a very patient job” 
(Interview 7).

During the closed season, two months a year, 
they have no other work alternative, only 7% 
fish in the estuaries, as most of them do not 
have the equipment to do so.

In the last 10 years, the conflict over access to the 
mangrove ecosystem has not only confronted the shell 
and crab collecting communities with the companies 
dedicated to industrial shrimp aquaculture, but also 
with the beneficiary organizations of the AUSCM.
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The Amor y Esperanza Organization accessed, in 
2016, an area through AUSCM of an extension of 
320.94 hectares and, between 2017 and 2019, they 
have benefited from the Socio Manglar program. 
In total, in 3 years they have received USD $21 000, 
approximately. These resources have invested 
them in the purchase of a motorboat with engine 
and fuel for the surveillance of the area, mainly, 
says its president. The Association does not work 
in the area because it is not a crabbing zone, they 
travel long distances in search of crustaceans, 
their work is almost always done in Puná Island.

The whole family is dedicated to the harvesting 
of crab, children and young people go to the crab 
because there is no alternative for them, only the 
mangrove, say the members of the Asociación 
Amor y Esperanza.

11. Conducted to Mayra Carrasco, interviewed in El Oro, December 2019.
12. Conducted to Rene Carrasco, interviewed in El Oro, December 2019.

13. Interviewed Rosa Santos, interviewed in El Oro, December 2019.
14. Conducted to Lucio Cacao, interviewed in El Oro, December 2019.

“It is true that the species is running out 
and we have to take care of it, but as long 
as the crabs’ home, the mangroves, are not 
recovered and they continue to contaminate, 
our efforts are useless. We, the shellfish, and 
crab farmers, are blamed for the loss of the 
species, but we do not see how much blame 
the shrimp farms are to blame, they do not 
have a ban, they produce all year round. 
We have asked for a subsidy for the closed 
months, but our request has been ignored 
11” (Interview 11, 2019).

“Our children go from a young age to catch 
crab, because the economic situation is very 
hard and it is not enough, many times they 
drop out of school because there is no way to 
cover those expenses and their future is also 
in the mangrove...around here there is no 
more” 12 (Interview 12, 2019).
However, species of economic and food 
importance to harvesting communities are 
threatened. “30 years ago, when we arrived 
here there was an abundance of crabs”, “now 
there are fewer, because there are no more 
mangroves, all the water is polluted and there 
are more and more crabs” 13 (Interview 13, 
2020 y/n).

“Being the beneficiary of an area in custody 
does not solve the serious problem that we, 
the harvesters of the mangrove ecosystem, 
are experiencing, because first we receive 
areas that are already contaminated and 
where the species are disappearing, as in 
all the mangroves on the coast of Ecuador. 
Then there are hundreds of shrimp and 
crab families that do not benefit from these 
areas, and we enter into conflict among 
ourselves and we forget the real conflict, 
which is with the shrimp industry. The crab 
and shellfish farming families are still poor 
because the income from the product that 
is traded is not enough to cover the basic 
needs and here there is a total abandonment 
by the authorities. Everything is invested 
for the shrimp farms, telling them that the 
911 cameras take care of the shrimp ponds 
instead of taking care of the citizens “14 
(Interview 14, 2019).

4.Conclusions
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The objective of this study was to determine the 
conflicts generated by the mechanisms of control 
and access that two actors have to the mangrove 
ecosystem of Ecuador’s coastal strip, as well 
as the processes mediated by the government 
in a territory protected as a national asset for 
public use, forest patrimony of the country and 
strategic defense zone for the coast. Thus, the 
Ecuadorian State has not protected the territory 
known as mangrove ecosystem in the Ecuadorian 
coastal strip as a national asset of public use and 
forest heritage of the country, even though the 
legislation, historically, has made it responsible for 
its protection and conservation. On the contrary, it 
has promoted its privatization without prioritizing 
its integrity to guarantee its ecological, socio-
economic, and cultural value.

The data reveal that the privatization of the 
mangrove ecosystem has been promoted, 
favoring one of the most powerful sectors in the 
country, that of industrial shrimp aquaculture, 
legalizing more than 200,000 hectares of mangrove 
ecosystem occupied by this industry, generating 
serious environmental effects on access to work 
and the sustainability of food sovereignty of the 
harvesting communities and artisanal fishermen of 
the mangrove estuaries.

In the last two decades, 90% of the mangrove 
ecosystem has been privatized, privatization 
that has been given in unequal conditions to 
the industrial shrimp culture companies and 
to the organizations of ancestral users of the 
mangrove ecosystem, giving the latter remnants 
of mangrove forest for their care and protection, 
delegating to them a responsibility that is the 
exclusive responsibility of the State through the 
environmental authority and without assigning 
resources for this management. Meanwhile, 
investments for the development of industrial 
shrimp aquaculture are in the millions and 
are reflected in soft loans, tax exemptions, 
infrastructure, research, and the opening of 
marketing channels.

 It is confirmed that the greatest destruction of 
the ecosystem occurred between the mid-1970s 
and the end of the 1990s, parallel to the expansion 

of industrial shrimp aquaculture. However, the 
destruction of the mangrove ecosystem and the 
expansion of the industry continues, despite the 
fact that legislation has prohibited it once again 
because it constitutes a threat to its biodiversity 
and its integral survival in the medium term.

The transformation of the legislative framework in 
the decade 2008 - 2018, shows a commitment to 
the legal security of industrial shrimp aquaculture, 
creating a solid base that confronts the Rights 
of Nature and the rights of local communities, 
nationalities and peoples of Ecuador, achieved in 
the 2008 constitution.

The socio-economic conditions of the harvesting 
and fishing communities of the mangrove estuaries 
of the Ecuadorian coast continue to be precarious 
and marginalized. Poverty levels in terms of 
Unsatisfied Basic Needs are close to 100% in many 
communities. The amount of foreign exchange 
income from the export of shrimp cultivated in 
pools, the second largest export item in the country 
and the first of non-traditional products, is not 
reflected in the living conditions of the coastal 
populations that are directly and indirectly linked to 
the mangrove ecosystem.

The decade analyzed in this research on the 
expansion of industrial shrimp aquaculture 
shows that the extractivist and agro-industrial 
model in Ecuador was not transformed, but 
rather deepened. This is demonstrated by the 
government policy of encouraging this sector, to 
the detriment of the local economy that sustains 
the mangrove harvesters, despite the discourse of 
the transformation of the development paradigm 
towards the vision of Good Living.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that there is no 
ecological restoration policy for the mangrove 
ecosystem in the country, which would imply 
limiting the operation of shrimp ponds, at 
least in sensitive areas such as protection and 
reproduction zones. In this sense, there is a latent 
threat of extinction of biodiversity of food and 
commercial importance for the communities of 
harvesters and fishermen of the estuaries. Bibliography
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