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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Indigenous Peoples and local communities across the 
world are advancing innovative sustainable development 
solutions that work for people and the Planet. Few 
publications or case studies tell the full story of how such 
initiatives evolve, the breadth of their impact, or how they 
change over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these 
stories with community practitioners themselves guiding 
the narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap. This 
is precisely the reason why this case study has been crafted 
through a collaborative process with the representatives of 
the winning initiatives. The goal is to thoroughly integrate 
their voices and experiences, showcasing their efforts in 
driving local action within their respective environments.

The UNDP Equator Initiative, supported by generous 
funding from the Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation (NORAD) and the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), 
awarded the Equator Prize in 2025 to 10 outstanding 
Indigenous Peoples and local community-led initiatives 
from nine countries. The winning organizations showcase 
innovative, nature-based solutions for tackling biodiversity 

loss and climate change. Selected from a pool of over 700 
nominations from 103 countries, this year’s winners align 
with the Equator Prize 2025 theme ‘Nature for Climate 
Action,’ showcasing groundbreaking solutions across 
three categories: Nature for Climate Mitigation, Nature 
for Climate Adaptation and Resilience, and Nature for a 
Just Transition. All 10 winners were celebrated at a high-
profile event, held virtually, on December 11th. The event 
was part of the Nature for Life Hub, a three-day series 
of virtual events designed to raise ambition for nature-
based solutions in global biodiversity and climate policy. 
The Equator Prize 2025 winners are restoring ecosystems, 
revitalizing traditional knowledge, and building inclusive, 
nature-positive economies that advance climate resilience, 
protect biodiversity, and drive a just transition.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices intended 
to inspire the policy dialogue needed to scale nature-
based solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 



The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in the text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations.  

https://www.equatorinitiative.org/
https://www.learningfornature.org/en/nature-for-life-hub/
http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner 	 Founded

2025	 2016

Location 

Comunidad Kichwa de Serena, Tálag, Tena

Beneficiaries

436 direct beneficiaries; 79,182 indirect beneficiaries

Thematic areas 

Governance and capacity building; Land rights and 
tenure security; Sustainable livelihoods 

Fields of work

Ecoenterprise or green business, Eco-monitoring or 
patrols; Women’s groups

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2025 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Founded in 2016 in the Kichwa Napu Runa 
community of Serena, Fundación Hakhu 
Amazonía (Hakhu Amazon Foundation) works 
to protect ancestral territories, strengthen 
Indigenous Peoples’ governance, and promote 
the sustainable livelihoods of the Kichwa Peoples 
of Napo Province, Ecuador. Rooted in its mission 
to empower communities to safeguard rainforests 
and ancestral knowledge, Hakhu’s first major 
initiative was the Hakhu Amazon Design project, 
created to support new economic opportunities 
for Kichwa women through the production and 
sale of culturally rooted jewellery and textiles. 
Since its inception, more than 200 women have 
received training in design, production, material 
selection, and entrepreneurship, leading to the 
formation of the Hakhu Women’s Association and 
the development of artisan collections showcased 
nationally and internationally, including at New 
York Fashion Week. Hakhu’s work strengthened 
women’s leadership, increased household income, 
and positioned Kichwa artistry as a model of 
environmentally responsible, culturally grounded 
production.

In response to escalating threats from illegal 
gold mining, Hakhu and its Indigenous Guard, 
Yuturi Warmi, established one of the Amazon’s 
most consistent Indigenous-led territorial 
surveillance systems and the first composed of 
women and youth. Nineteen youth were trained 
in territorial defence and 16 in drone-based 
environmental monitoring, enabling communities 
to track over 28 active mining fronts and maintain 
permanent vigilance over four kilometres of river. 
Complementing this, Hakhu supports forest-based 
value chains in vanilla, guadua bamboo, and 
melipona honey, and implements environmental 
education programs across 28 communities. 
Through these integrated actions, Hakhu advances 
gender equality, defends collective rights, and 
reinforces Indigenous stewardship of critical forest 
and river ecosystems in Napo Province, one of the 
richest biodiversity hotspots on the planet.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PgHKpyadtNY
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Hakhu has been working since 2016 to empower women and provide employment for women in Indigenous 
communities, especially the Kichwa community of Serena, which is facing serious legal challenges due to illegal 
mining in the Amazon. We, as young people and women, want to tell the government that there are indeed 
necessary alternatives, that there are sustainable economic projects that can be promoted within the communities. 
As an organization, we want to prioritise innovation. 

Hakhu was born out of the lack of economic alternatives for Kichwa women to support their households. Often, 
when we visited human rights organizations, many women from the community asked us if we could sell their 
handicrafts to provide for their families. We trained more than 200 women in the Ecuadorian Amazon and 
organized a women’s cooperative to do so. They went on to start other businesses, making silver jewellery and 
ceramics through their own cooperative. We also started other projects, such as the Indigenous Guard, and created 
a diversity of projects through the resources generated from clothing and other crafts. We created projects like 
the Black and Indigenous Liberation Movement (BILM), which is a platform for Afro-descendant and Indigenous 
Peoples in Latin America to come together and envision our vision for the world through projects, advocacy, and 
more. We share our cultures, the realities of our communities, and promote alternative projects to extractivism 
in the Amazon. With Hakhu, we want to show the government that it is possible to have projects that generate 
income while also protecting nature.

Leonardo Cerda, President, Hakhu 

In the Province of Napo, Ecuador, vast tracts of primary 
tropical forest connect the foothills of the Andes mountains 
to the lowlands of the Amazon basin. This culturally rich 
province is shaped by fast-flowing rivers descending from 
the mountains in the east to humid forest ecosystems, 
supporting extraordinary flora and fauna, including many 
endangered and endemic species. Napo’s forests form part 
of the Tropical Andes Biodiversity Hotspot, identified by the 
Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF) as one of Earth’s 
most biologically diverse yet threatened terrestrial areas. 

Napo is home to several major protected areas, including 
the 219,000-hectare Llanganates National Park and the 
Colonso Chalupas Biological Reserve, both designated 
as Key Biodiversity Areas that shelter many endemic and 
threatened species. These include amphibians such as the 
endangered Cutín del Napo  (Pristimantis cremnobates), 
Laura’s glassfrog (Nymphargus laurae), and Simpson’s 

Plumb Toad  (Osornophryne simpsoni), and critically 
endangered Malli rain frog (Pristimantis mallii), as well 
as the endangered Black-and-chestnut Eagle  (Spizaetus 
isidori), and vulnerable Northern Tiger Cat  (Leopardus 
tigrinus). Napo also contains Ecuador’s largest Ramsar site, 
the Cuyabeno–Lagartococha–Yasuní complex, designated 
under the Ramsar Convention as a wetland of international 
importance. Around 1,500 species of plants, 600 species of 
birds and 167 species of mammals are found within this 
designated site, including threatened aquatic mammals 
such as the vulnerable Amazonian manatee (Trichechus 
inunguis), endangered giant otter (Pteronura brasiliensis) 
and endangered river dolphin (Inia geoffrensis and Sotalia 
fluviatilis). 

The Kichwa Indigenous Peoples of Napo, often referred 
to as the Napu Runa Nation, make up the vast majority 
of the population across Napo Province, particularly the 

Photo credit: Haku Rumi Yura



5

Talag parish, where they account for 97.8 percent of the 
population. Here, approximately 3,528 Kichwa people live 
across more than 23 settlements within 91,500 hectares, 
characterised by low population density, agroforestry 
plots known as chakras, and extensive primary forest. Most 
community members depend primarily on small-scale 

agriculture, especially the production of cassava, plantains, 
and other local staples. Communities of the Napu Runa 
Nation have maintained a long-standing relationship with 
the forests and rivers of the Napo Province, providing 
critical stewardship for vital and threatened ecological and 
cultural ecosystems. 

ORIGIN AND STRUCTURE

Hakhu Amazon Foundation began in 2016 with a focus 
on gender equality and development in the Kichwa Napu 
Runa community of Serena through the sustainable 
production of handicrafts. As illegal mining expanded 
along the rivers of Napo Province, the women of Hakhu 
led the way in protecting their territorial and cultural 
rights, forming the first Indigenous women-led guard in 
the Amazon. The guard, Yuturi Warmi, was named for the 
yuturi or conga ant, symbolising collective strength. 

United against mining, Yuturi Warmi formed alliances 
and partnerships with other communities, strengthening 
links with Indigenous Peoples’ institutions such as the 
Napu Runa Nationality and the Federation of Indigenous 
Organizations of Napo (FOIN), catalysing broader 
organising efforts. Hakhu’s mission is to protect nature 
by promoting sustainable economies that reinforce 
the relationship between Indigenous Peoples and their 
sacha (forest). The organization has two main objectives: 
building territorial protection capacities to strengthen 

land tenure for Indigenous Peoples in primary forest 
areas, and training and supporting Indigenous women in 
sustainable, forest-friendly livelihoods. At its heart, it seeks 
a life in harmony with Nature for Indigenous communities 
threatened by extractivism.

Hakhu’s governance is carried out by a board of 
directors chaired by the President, who works alongside 
three staff members. Decisions are made collectively 
through assembly-style mechanisms rooted in dialogue, 
consensus, and accountability, ensuring that diverse 
perspectives inform organizational planning and 
resource management. The organization maintains 
strict consultation protocols with partner communities, 
engaging governing councils, Elders, women, and youth 
in the co-design of activities. Major decisions, particularly 
those related to land, rivers, or territorial governance, are 
validated through local assemblies to uphold Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge and ensure that initiatives reflect 
community priorities.

Photo credit: Haku Rumi Yura
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Growing conflict with extractive industries and illegal mining

In the Tálag parish of Napo province, communities face an 
escalating crisis caused by gold-mining activities in their 
rivers. State-granted concessions, issued in 2016 to several 
private companies, laid a legal groundwork for extraction. 
The instatement of concessions prompted illegal miners 
to move in, operating within or beyond the bounds of 
those concessions. Many of these illegal operations deploy 
dangerous techniques like dumping toxic waste directly 
into rivers that Indigenous communities depend on for 
drinking, cooking, bathing, and fishing. 

Beyond social and environmental harm, the presence of 
extractive interests has fueled violent conflict. Organised 
crime groups (OCGs) reportedly collaborate with illegal 
mining operations to put pressure on Tálag communities. 
According to local communities, these groups have 
committed human rights abuses, including evictions of 
families, sexual violence against girls, and manipulation 
and coercion of local structures and leadership for profit. 

This situation has created a climate of fear and profound 
social disruption. Community cohesion is under constant 
threat. The degradation of rivers and forests erodes 
not only ecological systems but also the social fabric of 
Indigenous life. In addition, since many households lack 
access to the state-provided water system, they must rely 
on polluted surface water, increasing their exposure to 
toxins.

The toll is also political. The State’s issuance of 
concessions without observing prior consultation 
rights undermines the self-determination of Indigenous 
Peoples. By infringing on community rights and failing 
to provide meaningful protections, the legal framework 
enables mining actors to extract resources while 
avoiding accountability, leaving Tálag communities to 
face the direct consequences of toxicity, violence, and 
dispossession.

Environmental degradation and declining public health from mining pollution

Many legal mining concessions and illegal mining 
operations in Napo use dredges to suction alluvial soils 
in search of gold. Located on riverbanks, dredges deform 
subsoils and can contribute to the pollution of river water. 
Dredges can produce relaveras or tailings ponds, where 
contaminated waste, including mercury, is dumped. When 
these tailings collapse, they form reservoirs of waste, 
shifting river courses, and turning drinking-water sources 
into toxic zones. 

According to local accounts, contamination of rivers 
by mining has resulted in chronic illnesses. Scientific 
studies carried out in partnership with local academic 
institutions and international researchers have shown the 
scale of contamination and ecological decline. Sampling 
conducted by a research team from Ikiam University in 
2020 documented levels of dissolved oxygen (DO), total 

suspended solids (TSS), and heavy metals that exceeded 
the limits set to protect aquatic life. Nearly 90 percent of 
the samples analysed showed toxicity, suggesting chronic 
contamination in the evaluated sites. In collaboration 
with FOIN, Hakhu is conducting a joint study on ​​mercury 
contamination in rivers, human hair, and fauna such as 
birds, fish, and arachnids with Duke University and the 
University of San Francisco de Quito. Early results from the 
study have indicated a high level of mercury pollution and 
sedimentation from mining that could threaten the Napo 
River’s capacity to support vertebrate life. 

These investigations show not only chemical contamin-
ation but also ecological collapse: in some sampling sites, 
no macroinvertebrates were detected, suggesting that 
pollution has severely degraded biological water quality. 
The contamination crisis is compounded by deforestation 

Photo credit: Haku Rumi Yura
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and sedimentation. As forests are cut down, soils no longer 
hold together, releasing sediments, including mercury 
deposits from ancient volcanic eruptions. The scale of 
forest loss linked to illegal gold mining in Napo continues 
to grow. he Andean Amazon Project (MAAP) published 
data in March 2023 showing the scale of gold mining in 
Napo. While gold mines covered less than 200 hectares in 
2007, by 2023 they occupied more than 1,300 hectares of 
tropical forest in the province. 

The combined effects of chemical pollution, habitat 
destruction, biodiversity loss, and diminishing public 
health represent a multidimensional crisis. Indigenous 
Peoples communities in Tálag, who have traditionally 
depended on river systems for food, sustenance, and 
daily life, are now forced to confront the erosion of 
ecosystem functions that once reliably sustained them. 
Their everyday survival is undermined, as is their capacity 
to continue stewarding the rivers as their ancestors did.

Threats to land tenure and territorial rights

Land insecurity is another challenge for Kichwa 
communities in Tálag. Supported by Hakhu, more than 
10,000 hectares of ancestral territory are under claim 
and reclamation efforts, but these endeavours face two 
distinct and serious threats. The first comes from external 
individuals attempting to appropriate ancestral lands. 
The second threat comes from the State’s conservation 
policy. 

According to community testimony, one attempt by an 
individual to claim over 2,000 hectares of Indigenous 
territory was camouflaged as an Indigenous women’s 
association, but local Kichwa communities fundamentally 
challenge the claim. In reaction, seven Tálag communities 
(Shandia, San Pablo, Serena, Alukus, Cando, Yany, and 
Centro Tálag) used their traditional assemblies to pass 

resolutions asserting their collective rights. These 
assemblies reaffirmed their identity as a unified second-
level organisation and asserted their rightful claim over 
the contested lands. This mobilisation reflected both 
a deep-rooted ancestral connection to the land and a 
political strategy to resist external land grabs. 

The state’s conservation policy mandates expanding 
its system of protected areas, at times incorporating 
Indigenous territories into formally declared reserves. 
While on paper this could offer environmental protection, 
for Tálag communities, it could also mean restricted 
access to lands they have conserved and stewarded for 
generations. The conversion of Ancestral Lands into state-
managed reserves risks undermining customary use, 
mobility, and resource governance.

Persistent policy and institutional gaps

Despite the impact of illegal mining in Ecuador, govern-
ment responses and remediation efforts have been 
insufficient. The public sector’s weak response has left 
communities socially and environmentally exposed, not 
only to environmental catastrophes but also organized 
crime. Illegal operations are often protected by criminal 
networks, which smuggle gold, mercury, firearms, and 
other dangerous supplies across borders. The permeation 
of crime into Indigenous territories through the industry 
of mining presents social and legal predicaments, 
reinforcing systemic violence and inhibiting the effective 
rule of law.

At a policy level, implementation of legal decisions 
remains a major hurdle. For example, while Ecuador’s 
Constitutional Court has ordered the government 
to restore degraded ecosystems in Napo, ministries 
responsible for the environment and energy have 
struggled to fulfil key obligations. This gap between judicial 
decisions and real-world follow-through only deepens 
community distrust in public institutions. National 
proposals to absorb some Indigenous territories into its 
protected area system also risk excluding Indigenous 
Peoples from decision-making over their own lands. The 
tension between conservation and self-determination 
has exposed exclusionary conservation, pushing forward 
conversations about recognition for Indigenous Peoples’ 
stewardship.
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LOCAL RESPONSES 

Strengthening sustainable livelihoods for Indigenous women through artisan design 

Hakhu Amazon Foundation’s mission is to empower 
Indigenous communities in order to protect rainforests and 
ancestral knowledge for future generations. In alignment 
with this mission, in 2016, Hakhu launched its first major 
initiative, Hakhu Amazon Design, which provides Kichwa 
Indigenous women in the Ecuadorian Amazon with 
opportunities to utilise their cultural and artistic heritage 
to protect their territories while generating sustainable 
income through the sale of bespoke handicrafts via an 
online platform.

Through a series of workshops held in Kichwa 
communities, Hakhu supported more than 200 Kichwa 
women with direct training in the production and 
commercialisation of jewellery and textiles that reflect 
their cultural heritage. The workshops provided expertise 
on design, production techniques, material selection, 
quality control, and basic entrepreneurship, helping 
women secure new skills and income streams in contexts 
where economic opportunities for women are limited. The 
sale of artisan products now provides a reliable source 
of income for participating families, increasing women’s 
contributions to household economies and strengthening 
their role in family and community decision-making.

Hakhu’s design work led to the formalisation of the 
Hakhu Women’s Association, a cooperative of Indigenous 
artisans committed to sustainable production in Tálag. 
Working together with the association, Hakhu helped 
develop several themed design collections that integrate 
traditional knowledge with contemporary elements. These 
collections reached national and international audiences, 
including at New York Fashion Week, the Southern Cone 
Cultural Industries Market (MICSUR), and the Weya Festival 
of Design and Sustainability, positioning Kichwa women’s 
artistry and use of endemic materials as a global model.

The collective organization of the artisans has also produced 
broader social impacts. Women involved in the association 
have emerged as leaders within their communities, 
taking on roles including President and Vice-President in 
local governance structures and in regional Indigenous 
organizations. Participation in collective production 
has created a space of solidarity, mutual learning, and 
confidence, allowing women to engage more actively 
in territorial and political processes alongside their 
productive work. The association has also opened new 
economic opportunities, including collaborations with 
small businesses focused on handicrafts and eco-friendly 
pet products made from sustainable materials.

KEY IMPACTS 
Strengthening sustainable livelihoods  
for Indigenous women through artisan design

	■ Hakhu Amazon Foundation supported 200 women with training on the production and sale of artisan 
jewellery and handicrafts.

	■ Its work since 2016 led to the formalisation of the Hakhu Women’s Association.
	■ Designs by the Hakhu Women’s Association reached New York Fashion Week.

Photo credit: Haku Rumi Yura
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Establishing community-based environmental surveillance and monitoring

In response to the rapid expansion of alluvial mining in the 
Napo River basin and its tributaries, the Hakhu Amazon 
Foundation and the women-led Indigenous Guard, Yuturi 
Warmi, established a coordinated territorial surveillance 
and monitoring system in the Tálag region rooted in 
ancestral knowledge and locally developed protocols. 
These systems regulate access, anticipate threats, and 
document environmental and social impacts. 

Central to this effort has been the formal training of 
19 Indigenous youth as members of Yuturi Warmi’s 
territorial control corps. These young people attended 
intensive training in territorial defence protocols, risk 
identification, communication procedures, and collective 
decision-making. They were also equipped with safety 
gear, including steel-toed boots, bulletproof vests, and 
uniforms bearing the Yuturi Warmi insignia. In parallel, 
another 16 Indigenous youth committed themselves to 
learning environmental monitoring techniques, including 
drone operation, cartography, and the use of geographic 
information systems for spatial data processing. These 
skills support a monthly drone monitoring cycle over 
stretches of the Jatunyaku River, where aerial imagery is 
used to identify new mining fronts, deforestation, and 
changes in river morphology. The data gathered is used 
to produce updated maps and reports that are shared 
with community authorities and, when appropriate, with 
external institutions. Through this system, more than 28 
active or emerging mining fronts around the Jatunyaku 
River are currently under community observation, creating 
one of the most consistent Indigenous-led monitoring 
systems in the territory.

In 2023, Hakhu and community members constructed 
guard posts and installed land and river control points 
in key access areas, creating a permanent presence at 
strategic locations vulnerable to incursion. These posts 
focused on buffer zones around Indigenous Peoples’ 
settlements and the Llanganates National Park, which 
spans approximately 219,000 hectares and includes 

critical páramo and Amazonian ecosystems. The villages 
of Serena and San Pablo play a central role; in Serena, 
community members also organize tours to collect 
biological data from the area in opposition to a proposed 
highway through the park. Guard posts were reinforced 
with facilities that allow for continuous occupation, rapid 
communication, and coordination amongst leaders across 
Serena and San Pablo, serving not only as checkpoints 
but also as symbols of territorial unity and resistance. A 
permanent guard station was also installed on the access 
road to the upper reaches of the Jatunyaku River, an area 
known for concentrated mining activity and repeated 
incursions. Trained local monitors rotate surveillance and 
monitoring tasks, reinforcing collective responsibility and 
strengthening youth leadership in territorial defence.

Hakhu’s efforts have begun to shift the power balance 
in a region where environmental violations often go 
unchallenged. Regular surveillance has discouraged new 
mining camps from forming in previously unmonitored 
areas, while drone-based reporting has increased the 
visibility of illegal operations that might otherwise remain 
hidden under the forest canopy. The presence of trained 
Indigenous guards has restored a sense of security, 
particularly for women and elders who depend on river 
resources for household use. Moreover, monitoring has 
strengthened inter-community cooperation, linking 
upstream and downstream communities that share a 
single watershed affected by mining pollution. 

As a result of these combined efforts, four kilometres of 
river are now under continuous community monitoring. 
A Ramsar site within Llanganates National Park is being 
developed by Indigenous organizations to reinforce 
legal and ecological protections, and Hakhu is working 
with seven Kichwa Napu Runa communities to reclaim 
ancestral water recharge territories in the Important 
Bird Area and ICCA adjacent to the Colonso Chalupas 
Biological Reserve. 
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KEY IMPACTS
Establishing community-based  
environmental surveillance and  
monitoring

	■ Hakhu and Yuturi Warmi established training for 19 Indigenous youth in territorial control protocols.
	■ Hakhu and Yuturi Warmi supported 16 Indigenous youth in gaining expertise in environmental 

monitoring technologies, including drone operation and GIS software.
	■ Four kilometres of river are now under permanent community monitoring.
	■ More than 28 active or emerging mining fronts around the Jatunyaku River are under community 

monitoring.

Expanding forest-based value-chains

Since 2024, Hakhu Amazon Foundation has expanded its 
bioeconomic focus to include vanilla production among 
small-scale farmers in the canton of Tena. The programme 
has brought together 32 vanilla producers, the majority 
of whom are women, and provided them with training 
in improved cultivation techniques, plant care, disease 
management, and post-harvest handling. In support 
of this effort, ten mini greenhouses were installed to 
protect vines, stabilise growing conditions, and increase 
productivity. These structures improve resilience to 
climate variability while strengthening consistent output.

Hakhu’s work has helped to modernise and improve 
the efficiency of vanilla production while respecting 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge and practices. Its 
support has helped generate an additional US$56,600 
annually across 32 participating producers. This increased 
income directly supports food security, education costs, 
health expenses, and housing improvements for low-

income families, while reducing economic dependence 
on environmentally destructive activities, such as illegal 
mining.

In parallel, Hakhu, through its collaboration with FOIN, 
has supported 72 small-scale Indigenous producers 
from the communities of Yuralpa and Rayayaku in the 
sustainable use of endemic guadua bamboo and the 
cultivation of melipona bees. The growth, cultivation, 
and processing of guadua bamboo have enabled 
participants to manufacture furniture and small 
construction elements in a renewable way with local 
materials. Training in melipona beekeeping has revived 
the use of native stingless bees for the production of 
high-value honey known for its medicinal and nutritional 
properties. These interconnected bioeconomic activities 
strengthen local knowledge systems while diversifying 
and stabilising community livelihoods.

KEY IMPACTS 
Expanding forest-based value chains

	■ Hakhu engaged 32 vanilla producers in improved production practices.
	■ Hakhu supported the installation of ten mini greenhouses.
	■ The vanilla value chain generates US$56,600 annually across 32 participating producers.
	■ Hakhu and FOIN provided training for 72 small-scale producers in the cultivation and use of guadua 

bamboo and melipona bee honey.
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Supporting environmental education and building community awareness on 
mining impacts

As illegal alluvial mining expanded across Napo 
Province, Hakhu partnered with FOIN to implement 
an environmental education and health awareness 
campaign focused on the risks associated with mercury 
contamination and water pollution. Initiated in 2024, the 
campaign combined culturally grounded communication 
methods with scientific information to ensure that 
complex environmental health risks were accessible and 
relevant to Kichwa communities along the Napo River and 
its tributaries. 

Surveys, workshops, printed materials, and community 
assemblies formed part of a coordinated strategy to 
increase awareness and document the lived realities 
of contamination. Alongside community organizers 
and a Kichwa medical practitioner, Hakhu Foundation 
developed educational materials to explain the 
mercury cycle, common symptoms of exposure, and 
practical recommendations to reduce direct risk in 
polluted environments. Materials were distributed 
to 28 communities impacted by mining. Meetings 
were also conducted in Kichwa and Spanish to ensure 
intergenerational and cross-community understanding.

Hakhu’s educational campaigns prioritised cultural and 
ecological engagement with young people. Facilitators 
visited six local schools, where they held workshops for 
students on the cultural, ecological, and spiritual value of 
the Kichwa Napu Runa territory. These sessions explored 
the interdependence between river systems, forest health, 
and community wellbeing, while identifying the long-term 
consequences of environmental degradation. Youth were 
encouraged to see themselves as future defenders of water, 
territory, and knowledge, building a bridge between formal 
education and traditional ecological understanding.

Alongside the awareness campaign, Hakhu implemented 
a comprehensive household survey to establish a 
baseline of social, health, and environmental conditions 
in communities affected by illegal mining. The detailed 
questionnaire was administered to 302 Kichwa Napu 
Runa households, covering demographics, water 
sources, food systems, health concerns, economic 
activities, relationships with rivers, and perceptions 
of contamination. Survey results were compiled and 
analysed to understand the scale and nature of mining-
related impacts on local families. Findings revealed that 
35 percent of households reported being concerned 
about insufficient water for human consumption in the 
12 months preceding the survey. All surveyed households 
expressed concern about the lack of safe drinking water, 
31 percent reported going without water for washing and 
cleaning at some point during that period, and 66 per 
cent perceived mining as a source of contamination in 
their local water supply. At the same time, all households 
reported consuming fish from local rivers at least one to 
two times per week, highlighting the direct pathway of 
exposure to contaminants through traditional diets.

The survey provided concrete evidence that helped 
mobilise support for affected communities. As a result, 
water storage tanks were secured for the Capirona 
community, where local water sources had been severely 
impacted by mining, and a water system was supported 
for communities on the left bank of the Jatunyaku River 
belonging to the Shakan Amarun Kachi people. These 
outcomes demonstrate the role of community-generated 
data in strengthening advocacy and directing essential 
resources to where they are most needed.

KEY IMPACTS 
Supporting environmental education  
and building community awareness  
on mining impacts

	■ Hakhu Amazon Foundation distributed educational materials to 28 communities impacted by mining 
along the Napo River and its tributaries. 

	■ Hakhu hosted educational workshops at six public schools in Napo Province. 
	■ Hakhu and FOIN surveyed 302 Kichwa Napu Runa households on mining impacts, with the results 

helping mobilise support for affected communities.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts

Hakhu Amazon Foundation’s work is influencing policy 
at the local, provincial, and national levels in Ecuador, 
particularly in illegal mining, environmental protection, 
and the rights of Indigenous Peoples. In 2024 and 2025, 
the organization and its ally, FOIN, helped convene 
and support key assemblies in the Amazonian parishes 
most affected by illegal gold mining. These assemblies 
included the Second Provincial Anti-Mining Assembly 
in Tálag, the Third Provincial Anti-Mining Assembly in 
Puerto Napo, and the Base Communities Anti-Mining 
Commission meeting of FOIN. At the assemblies, Hakhu 
presented data from environmental monitoring, health 
surveys, and territorial surveillance to support legal, 
administrative, and political demands to stop illegal 
mining and address its impacts.

Hakhu’s coordinated efforts led to formal agreements 
and commitments with a range of national and provincial 
institutions. These included the Attorney General’s Office, 
which committed to investigate concession holders 
and landowners near the Puní, Alto Huambuno, Anzu, 
Jatunyaku, and Napo rivers; the National Police of Ecuador, 
which agreed to establish a fuel distribution control unit to 
limit the diversion of gasoline to illegal mining operations; 
and the Internal Revenue Service and the Ecuadorian 
Financial and Economic Analysis Unit, which engaged 
in efforts to identify irregular fuel sales and potential 

money-laundering activities linked to mining. At the 
provincial level, Hakhu and its partners also coordinated 
with the Governor of Napo and the Ministry of Health to 
establish three annual health brigades for mining-affected 
communities and promote joint patrols on key rivers 
in coordination with the ministries responsible for the 
environment and energy.

Hakhu’s legal advocacy also contributed to national-
level jurisprudence on the rights of nature. In 2022, in 
collaboration with FOIN and other ally organizations, 
Hakhu supported a constitutional protection action 
on behalf of rivers affected by illegal mining in Napo 
Province. The Constitutional Court of Ecuador ruled 
in favour of recognising the rights of nature for these 
rivers and instructed state entities to control and 
remediate mining-related environmental damage. 
While implementation remains ongoing, this ruling has 
set an important precedent for other territories in the 
Ecuadorian Amazon. In 2024, Hakhu and its partners 
FOIN, Napo Resiste, Yuturi Warmi, and other allied 
communities further supported Amazonian legislators 
in advancing a Declaration of Emergency for Napo and 
the wider Amazon region within the National Assembly, 
strengthening political recognition of the severity of the 
illegal mining crisis.

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, Hakhu Amazon Foundation supports 
the implementation of several critical multilateral 
agreements, including the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 
Agenda. By defending Indigenous territories from 
illegal mining, monitoring environmental degradation 
along river systems, and strengthening sustainable, 

forest-based livelihoods, Hakhu contributes to 
integrated solutions that link biodiversity conservation, 
climate action, human rights, and inclusive economic 
development. Its community-led territorial monitoring 
and protection of more than four kilometres of river, 
along with efforts to safeguard primary forest landscapes 
connected to the Llanganates National Park, directly 
advance SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 15 (Life on Land), 
and SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation).

Photo credit: Yuturi Warmi

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
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Hakhu’s leadership in supporting Indigenous women 
within sustainable value chains also contributes to 
SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and 
Economic Growth). Through training initiatives in 
handicrafts, vanilla agroforestry, guadua bamboo use, 
and melipona beekeeping, the organization has helped 
reduce community dependence on extractive industries 
while generating dignified, culturally rooted livelihoods. 
These bioeconomic approaches align with CBD 
objectives related to the sustainable use of biodiversity 
and with climate mitigation and adaptation strategies 
promoted under the UNFCCC, particularly in forest-
dependent regions vulnerable to both deforestation and 
contamination from extractive activities.

Working alongside BILM and other allies, the organization 
has supported Indigenous delegations to global forums, 
including the United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues and multiple Conferences of the Parties 
(COPs) on climate and biodiversity. In these spaces, Hakhu 
has highlighted the impacts of illegal gold mining, mercury 
contamination, and violations of the rights of nature and 
Indigenous Peoples, engaging with UN human rights 
mechanisms and environmental rapporteurs. Hakhu has 
also contributed to global awareness movements around 
biodiversity and Indigenous-led conservation, including 
a communications campaign on Indigenous solutions for 
biodiversity in collaboration with Re:wild at COP16. 

Photo credit: Yuturi Warmi
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication

Hakhu Amazon Foundation’s most replicable work centres 
on its hands-on production training and technical and 
market support for small-scale Indigenous artisans. 
Through the Hakhu Women’s Association, graduates of 
its programs are frequently invited or contracted to share 
their skills with other Indigenous women’s groups across 
the Ecuadorian Amazon, transferring knowledge on 
sustainable sourcing of materials, quality control, and fair 
pricing. This peer-to-peer approach strengthens women’s 
leadership and expands access to stable, nature-positive 

income opportunities. In parallel, Hakhu’s bioeconomy 
training has fed into the wider work of Kallari, a Napo-
based producers’ cooperative, where former trainees 
now share their vanilla cultivation knowledge with other 
members interested in diversifying their agroforestry 
systems. This informal, community-based replication 
model has enabled the initiative’s core practices to spread 
organically beyond Serena, adapting to local cultural and 
ecological contexts.

Scalability

Hakhu and Yuturi Warmi have helped prevent mining 
activity in high-risk zones using a combination of rights 
education, awareness-raising, alternative livelihoods, 
and community-led territorial control protocols. With 
sustained partnerships, this integrated model could be 
adapted for use in other Indigenous Territories facing 

extractive pressures in the Ecuadorian Amazon. Hakhu’s 
experimentation with textiles made from endemic 
Amazonian species and local materials, along with its 
growing recognition at regional design and sustainability 
events, has helped expand production to new com-
munities and strengthen their sales skills.

Sustainability

Hakhu collaborates with a network of long-standing 
community organizations, including FOIN and various 
women’s collectives, operating as a catalyst rather than 
a standalone entity. Its focus on training, leadership 
development, and cultural revitalisation ensures that 
knowledge and momentum remain in the communities, 

independent of ongoing external support. This approach, 
combined with strong local ownership and shared 
objectives for territorial defence, biodiversity protection, 
and women’s economic empowerment, underpins the 
initiative’s social and institutional sustainability.

Photo credit: Haku Rumi Yura
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FUTURE PLANS
Hakhu will continue to prioritise its support for the legal recognition and tenure of ancestral lands 
among allied communities, alongside targeted capacity-building to improve Indigenous women’s 
sales, marketing, and business management skills. The organization will deepen its work on developing 
community-based protocols, tools, and territorial control plans, while also contributing to a sustainable 
economic development strategy for the Shakan Amarun Kachi People and FOIN. A key focus for Hakhu 
will be advancing compliance with the Constitutional Court ruling recognising the rights of rivers in 
Napo and supporting further regulatory action against illegal mining. In parallel, Hakhu will expand 
its awareness-raising and communication efforts to inform wider Ecuadorian society about the 
environmental and cultural impacts of illegal mining in the Amazon.

PARTNERS
	■ Amazon Watch: Provides partnership on communi-

cations work and legal support.

	■ Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon (CONFENIAE): Supports regional 
Indigenous coordination and representation in the 
Amazon.

	■ Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador 
(CONAIE): Provides national-level Indigenous advocacy 
and political coordination.

	■ Federation of Indigenous Organizations of Napo 
(FOIN):  Key territorial partner supporting anti-mining 
actions, governance, and community mobilisation in 
Napo.

	■ Napo Resiste: Grassroots alliance partnering on anti-
mining advocacy and regional mobilisation.

	■ Petterfy Foundation: Provides financial support, 
administered through Quipa.

	■ Quipa: Provides fund management and supports 
financing for community initiatives.

	■ Rainforest Action Network: Provides funding and 
advocacy support for work against illegal mining.

	■ Synchronicity Earth:  Supports land reclamation work 
and monitoring of water sources.

	■ Yuturi Warmi (Women’s Indigenous Guard): Works 
with Hakhu on territorial defence, monitoring, and 
women’s leadership in environmental protection.
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