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KAPAWI ECO-LODGE AND RESERVE

Ecuador

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Kapawi Ecolodge is a highly successful community-based
ecotourism initiative in the southeastern Ecuadorian
Amazon that is wholly operated by local Achuar communities
through the Complejo Ecoturistico Kapawi Sociedad Anonima,
a limited company that employs 32 staff at the reserve and
in two urban offices. Founded by a private tour operator in
1995, the enterprise was transferred in 2008 to a regional
association of the Achuar Nation of Ecuador that comprises
approximately 1,200 local Achuar residents.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2010
FOUNDED: 1995
LOCATION: south-east Ecuadorian Amazon
BENEFICIARIES: 1200 Achuar people in 7 communities
BIODIVERSITY: community-conserved Amazon rainforest

The initiative has successfully combined traditional and
modern governance systems to ensure an accountable
and efficient enterprise that channels benefits directly to
its member communities. As well as the 32 staff directly
employed by the initiative, local handicrafts and food
producers have benefitted from the tourism trade, while
quarterly payments from the enterprise are reinvested
in community development projects and contribute to a
communal emergency fund.
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Background and Context

Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve is a community-based project in the
Ecuadorian Amazon that aims to provide high quality ecotourism
services while simultaneously supporting the economic, social and
cultural development of the local Achuar communities, who have
lived in the Amazon rainforest for over 100 years and who own,
operate and manage the Eco-lodge. Kapawi is located in the southeast of the Ecuadorian Amazon, on the southern bank of the Pastaza
River, at the mouth of the Capahuari River, and at a distance of about
100 km from the Andes. This is one of the most secluded and pristine
areas of Ecuador. The Eco-lodge is reachable only by small aircraft, a
flight of about an hour’s duration from the town of Shell Mera, or by
taking a three-day canoe trip.
Kapawi’s overall mission is to provide quality tourism services in
the Ecuadorian Amazon that promote responsible enjoyment of
nature, environmental education and cultural dissemination of the
Achuar people. Visitors stay in Kapawi lodges, are accompanied by
an experienced local guide, and are introduced to local cultures and
traditions, as well as the concept of environmental conservation.
The Eco-lodge, which is owned and managed by the Achuar people,
serves as a source of income for the Kapawi, Wachirpas, Ishpingo,
Kusutkau, Wayusentsa, Sharamensa and Suwa communities.
The Eco-lodge was established in 1995 by Canodros - a tour operator
located in the city of Guayaquil, Ecuador. Through an agreement with
the Achuar communities, Canadros set up the Eco-lodge in Achuar
territory in exchange for a 15-year lease of approximately USD 4,500
per month beginning in1996, after which time the Achuar would
assume responsibility for the Eco-lodge and manage the project.
Both parties shared a vision of building an economically sustainable
project that would contribute to the preservation of the cultural and
environmental riches of Ecuador’s Amazon region.

forward to January 1, 2008. However, initially, the communities
were not fully prepared to handle the management of the company
because the Achuar are not traditionally entrepreneurs. This
shortcoming resulted in serious administrative and commercial
problems and negative impacts on the local market. In order to
reconcile this issue, the community underwent a rigorous process

Community ownership despite early challenges
Later, at the request of Achuar communities and pursuant to an
agreement between the parties, the transfer of the lease was moved
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for a change in management. Throughout this process, community
members observed that their decisions have repercussions in the
market and consequently assumed greater responsibility over the
project.

assistant accountant, and messenger. Five of these seven are Achuar
community members. 100 per cent of the Shell Mera staff is Achuar,
as is the marge majority of the Eco-lodge staff. The initiative’s board
is composed of five people - representatives of Achuar communities
both from the province of Pastaza and from the province of Motona
Santiago, and a President of the Achuar Nation of Ecuador (NAE) - all
of whom are Achuar. The board meets every six months to carry out
an analysis of the project.

While these challenges posed difficulties at the outset of the project,
they have also contributed to Kapawi’s ultimate success. The Achuar
traditions, especially their respect for their natural environment,
combined with working from within through effort, training and
gaining experience, have played key roles in the Eco-lodge’s success.
The Eco-lodge is now operated by the Achuar communities through
the Kapawi Ecotourism Resort (Complejo Ecoturistico Kapawi
Sociedad Anonima), a limited company within the ‘tour operator’
category. The Achuar are responsible for the ownership, operation
and management of the lodge.

The Achuar communities are organized under the NAE, a nonprofit
organization that was founded to fortify the identity, language,
customs, worldview and laws of the Achuar Nation, and manages
projects that are intended to benefit the communities. The NAE
is organized into ten regional associations, which consist of 64
communities and approximately 7,000 Achuar people. Approximately
1,000 Achuar inhabit the area surrounding Kapawi Eco-lodge. Each
community elects a head, or president, who is responsible for
coordinating the work and needs of their community over a twoyear term. However, all members of the community are still involved
in decision-making and at community meetings, decisions are made
with the participation of all.

In addition to the Eco-lodge located in the Amazon, the Kapawi
initiative also has a business office in Quito and an operations and
procurement office in Shell Mera. In total, there are 32 employees
distributed among these three locations, all of whom are Ecuadorian.
The Quito staff is composed of a general manager, office manager,
sales manager, operations manager and sales agent, lead accountant,
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Key Activities and Innovations

Kapawi is primarily engaged in providing ecotourism and hospitality
services, which, as mentioned above, are provided in a flexible
manner. Visitors are not offered a fixed program of activities but
rather, once they arrive at the Eco-lodge, they are met by their
assigned guide, who organizes a set of experiences that most suit
the guests’ individual interests and desired level of activity. Almost
all itineraries include some combination of visits to the Achuar
communities; hikes in the rain forest - including night hikes; kayaking,
canoeing, swimming or tubing in rivers and streams; fishing; and
viewing piranhas, pink dolphins, alligators and other animals
characteristic of the area, including birds—more than 560 species
of which have been identified in the area. In addition, Kapawi offers
excursions such as candlelit canoe cruises on the river, visits to the
local Shaman (traditional healer) and Achuar wedding ceremonies.
Traditional dishes are served in the Eco-lodge’s dining room, all of
which are prepared from local produce, by young people who live
in the community.

In recent years, through the Eco-lodge, the Achuar have witnessed
expanded opportunities for their communities to realize the potential
of their own natural and cultural resources. This has allowed them to
have their own representatives participate in the administration of
the complex, acting as stewards of the environment and preserving
their cultural heritage.
As Kapawi is located deep in the Amazon, air access has become the
best option for transporting people and supplies, as river travel takes
several days and can be risky. Technological advances now allow the
Eco-lodge to have permanent communication with its office in the
city of Quito and, especially through the internet, to communicate
with the rest of the world. Computer training is among the training
programs offered to employees of the hotel, which provides the
management with crucial expertise. In addition, Kapawi uses solar
panels to supply 60 per cent of its electricity.
Alongside these technical innovations, a change in thinking has
taken place involving heightened global awareness and increased
consciousness of local responsibility. This change has occurred,
for example, through training on issues related to sustainability
and waste management. These actions, coupled with the activities
carried out closely with communities, have facilitated this shift in
thinking without neglecting traditional cultural beliefs and customs.

The Eco-lodge is composed of a series of cabins built by Achuar
craftsman in the local style, using local materials. A raised boardwalk
connects all of the guest cabins and the several large communal
buildings at Kapawi, all of which rest on stilts around the edge of
a lagoon. The communal buildings include a dining room, lounge
and bar.

“Communities must have a clear vision of their objectives and agree on them to avoid future
inconsistencies. A well-regulated plan will facilitate the path. Maintaining awareness about
preservation and environmental protection, together with a management mindset, is very
important, even though the project may be of a social or environmental nature.”
Andrés Ordóñez, Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

Recently, a blog system was set up to monitor the species in the area
surrounding the Eco-lodge. Guides and tourists provide information
on sightings of animals and thus keep a valuable record of existing
species, enabling the Eco-lodge to determine whether there are
changes over time. While this method (measurement based on
sightings) is not precise, these primary informational sources do
provide helpful data as guides and tourists frequently see species
which were previously hard to find.

Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve’s natural isolation and lack of road
access is a great advantage with respect to the conservation of
biodiversity. The only extractive activities that are carried out in the
area are those necessary for the survival of the surrounding Achuar
communities and for some resources that the Eco-lodge needs,
for example wood for repairing cabins and walkways. Large-scale
extractive activities, such as oil mining and commercial logging, are
prohibited in the Achuar territory. Therefore, almost the entire forest
area in which the Eco-lodge is located is preserved.

It is expected that in the future a more robust measurement system
will be established. Kapawi is currently determining a mechanism
for its implementation and is seeking a contributing partner.
Furthermore, in conjunction with government agencies and
non-governmental organizations, including Rainforest Alliance,
Conservation and Development, Pachamama Alliance, the Ministry
of the Environment, Finding Species, and the Catholic University
of Quito, work is underway to undertake research projects on
ecosystems and vegetation.

Monitoring impacts
When the Eco-lodge was initially established in 1995, an
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was not conducted.
However, at the time of the transfer from Canodros to the Achuar,
in June 2008, an EIA was conducted by the Achuar communities.
The study analyzed the areas that would be directly affected by the
Eco-lodge and also looked at other Achuar territorial areas outside
of the tourism area of influence. Biodiversity was measured based on
sightings by guides and tourists.

The most recent development in biodiversity conservation occurred
in 2010, when a commitment to the environmental protection of
681,218 hectares was ratified in an agreement created by the General
Assembly of the NAE and all of its communities. In conjunction with
this agreement, maps of the area surrounding the Eco-lodge have
been created in consultation with the communities regarding the
territorial areas where traditional activities of fishing, hunting and
logging are conducted.

In addition to quantifying the levels of flora and fauna, the
EIA measured the impact of the Eco-lodge’s activities on the
environment, as well as on the local community. This assessment
included the lodge’s direct impact on its surroundings, during
construction and as a result of guest activities, but also the impact of
secondary activities such as transport of guests by plane from Shell
Mara. Overall, the assessment demonstrated that the area occupied
by the tourism facility and its area of influence were in a good state
of conservation and that tourism activities appeared to have had
little impact on biodiversity. As Table 1 shows, the biggest impact
has been that which occurred during the construction of tourist
facilities and due to increased noise generated by the flow of boats
to carry out passenger activities and necessary operations.

Kapawi has worked with foundations to help them organize the area
surrounding the Eco-lodge over the past several years. For instance,
workshops were held with seven communities near the Eco-lodge
in order to establish zones to separate and delineate the different
activities that take place in the area. There are now distinct zones
for hunting and gathering, tourism, fishing, and chacras (produce
garden plots). Community workshops are being planned to raise
awareness and educate communities on managing these areas.
7

International recognition

the NAE, pass an interview and go through a training and trial period.
All employees have legal employment contracts and earn more than
the state’s minimum wage. In addition, they are covered by Social
Security and are provided with accident and life insurance. Training
is provided on a regular basis to all employees, and performance
evaluations are conducted quarterly. An inclusion policy makes
it possible for women (currently six) and people with disabilities
(currently one) to gain employment at the Eco-lodge. The Eco-lodge
also creates indirect employment for women since women are often
hired to wash linen or to assist in the Eco-lodge’s housekeeping
department.

In recognition of its efforts to conduct its work in a manner that
reduces the impacts on biodiversity generated by tourism activity
to a minimum, Kapawi has received environmental stewardship
certification from several organizations, such as Smart Voyager, a
program initiated by the Ecuadorian citizen’s group Conservation
and Development that credits operations that meet a set of strict
conservation standards. Kapawi has also been certified by Rainforest
Alliance so that it can use the Rainforest Alliance seal, which denotes
that the organization complies with the provisions of good practices
in sustainable tourism. Finally, Kapawi has been certified by Best ECO
Lodges, which selects organizations that provide ecologically and
environmentally friendly accommodation.

According to the EIA performed in 2008, the communities directly
affected by the Eco-lodge mainly depend on income generated
from lodge-related activities (83.95 per cent), including the sale of
handicrafts (which are mostly made by women) and food. Similarly,
the local suppliers benefit by selling their products to the Eco-lodge
itself, namely, community members who have produce gardens or
who fish (currently, there are approximately 20 local suppliers).

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Since Kapawi’s inception, one of its goals has been to provide
support for the Achuar community. As mentioned previously, the
community initially leased the land where the Eco-lodge was located
and received earnings from the project. When it was transferred
to the community, Kapawi began to fully manage the project and
created a legal entity, CEKSA, to represent it before the State. Now,
the Eco-lodge belongs to the Achuar community and generates
earnings for the community, as well as employment opportunities
for local people.

The community receives quarterly payments from the money
generated by visitors to the Eco-lodge, which is used for communal
expenses, such as health, education and other social needs. Any
remaining money goes towards an emergency fund. This money is
distributed at quarterly workshops, where the progress of the Ecolodge is also discussed. Community representatives (the presidents
of each local community) decide how these funds will be used.

Thus there are numerous beneficiaries of Kapawi’s work. First, 32
workers (all Ecuadorian and 22 Achuar) and their families directly
benefit from the receipt of income. On average, an Achuar family is
composed five members, for a total of 160 people benefitting from
employment at the Eco-lodge. Achuar people are given priority when
employment opportunities are available, and such opportunities
are communicated through high frequency radio in Spanish and
Achuar, and via emails to those who have internet access. To obtain
a position, applicants must meet several requirements: they must
have a certificate of support from their community and support of

As well as the 1200 Achuar people in the seven Achuar communities
surrounding the lodge who benefit directly from the lodge, a further
7000 Achuar people benefit indirectly from the existence of a
company that promotes their culture and protects the environment
surrounding their homes. To keep the Achuar community as a
whole involved in Kapawi’s work, Kapawi’s General Manager meets
regularly with Achuar leaders, sharing with them the progress of the
initiative’s work.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

REPLICATION

The Kapawi initiative has the ability to maintain the environmental
benefits of its activities over the coming years. However, there is a need
to develop mechanisms that would assist Kapawi in strengthening
its capacity in this regard. In particular, capacity building in the area
of technological innovation, including renewable energy, would
allow Kapawi to further reduce the environmental impact of the
Eco-lodge.

The Kapawi management model is disseminated in Ecuador by
means of tourism operations. Kapawi has helped to create similar
projects with the NAE in communities that are far from the area
directly affected by the project. As a result, two other communities
are now developing tourism activities in their regions.
Kapawi is engaged in knowledge exchange through exhibitions,
lectures and sharing examples of its results, for example through its
website and blog. Kapawi’s experiences have been shared in events
inside and outside Ecuador in the realm of sustainable tourism,
corporate social responsibility and community-based tourism.
Kapawi’s role in these forums has been to participate in panels or as
exhibitors.

The key elements that contribute to the sustainability of this
project are an awareness of environmental management, planned
and ongoing training for employees of the company and for
local communities, the involvement of communities and of their
representative organizations, targeting of responsible tourism
markets that seek destinations like Kapawi, and honest and
transparent financial management.

PARTNERS

Looking forward

•

To achieve an optimal level of environmental sustainability, the
project needs support to improve the technology of its electricity
supply and needs to develop ways to reduce its fuel use in recharging
the batteries of the solar panels that supply the Lodge. In terms
of social sustainability, Kapawi requires support to strengthen its
existing capacity building and training plan, which is largely focused
on Achuar workers. However, Kapawi wants to broaden the positive
impacts of its activities to reach other communities. Finally, in terms
of economic sustainability, Kapawi has expressed a desire for a
publicity campaign to promote it as a natural and cultural destination
in order to increase the number of visitors, thereby generating more
income. Although overall Kapawi is currently self-sustaining, it is
currently in the process of undertaking improvements to achieve
long term self-sustainability.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Achuar Nation of Ecuador (NAE): The highest body representing
Achuar communities; has been a channel of communication
and financial support for the initiative.
Achuar Community Organizations: The organization of each
community facilitates communication and understanding of
the project.
Rainforest Alliance: Provides support for the implementation of
good practices and financial assistance for technical support.
Pachamama Alliance: Has collaborated with the Achuar
communities in organization and social development.
Catholic University of Quito, Specialization in Tourism: Provides
support for low cost tourism training for Achuar youths.
Conservation and Development: Provides support for ecological
research projects.
The Ministry of the Environment: Provides support for ecological
research projects.
Finding Species: Provides support for ecological research
projects.

FURTHER REFERENCE
•
•
•

Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve website: kapawi.com
PhotoStory on Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve (Vimeo) vimeo.com/24286965
Video on Kapawi Eco-lodge and Reserve (Vimeo) vimeo.com/29880115
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