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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, 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.

The 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 2017 to 15 outstanding local community 
and indigenous peoples initiatives from 12 countries. 
The winners were recognized for their significant work 
to advance nature-based solutions for sustainable 

development in marine, forest, grassland, dryland and 
wetland ecosystems.  Selected from 806 nominations from 
across 120 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala 
event in New York, coinciding with Global Goals Week and 
the 72nd Session of the UN General Assembly. Special 
emphasis was placed on scalable, nature-based solutions 
to address biodiversity conservation, climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, gender equality, land 
rights, and food and water security to reduce poverty, 
protect nature, and strengthen resilience.

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.  

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize Winner 

2017

Founded

1995

Location 

Cotacachi, Imbabura Province, Ecuador

Beneficiaries 

38 communities and three organized groups, with a 
population of approximately 7,000 people

Areas of focus

Forest protection and restoration, Sustainable use, Awareness 
and education, Advocacy for land and water rights

Sustainable Development Goals addressed
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PROJECT SUMMARY
DECOIN is a non-profit organisation made up of 
people living in the Intag-Cotacachi-Imbabura area in 
north-western Ecuador. Established in 1995, DECOIN 
has sustained an intense fight in Intag to halt large 
mining projects and conserve its Andean biodiversity 
and important ecosystems, promoting the sustainable 
use of the region’s natural resources. DECOIN’s core 
strategy is to create forest reserves in the parishes 
(subdivisions of the provinces) and community 
water reserves, which are managed by local parish 
governments, communities, or organised groups, and 
where several alternative income activities promoted 
by DECOIN are implemented to enable their long-term 
conservation while contributing to poverty reduction. 
These include community ecotourism, organic and 
FairTrade coffee production, work with women’s 
groups, and reforestation with native species. Over 
the past 22 years, the organisation has created forest 
reserves to protect watersheds in 38 communities and 
three organized groups, totalling 12,000 hectares.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information 
shown on maps or included within in 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://vimeo.com/234880297
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Intag is a remote, mountainous region in the Andes in 
the Imbabura province, northern Ecuador. The area is 
part of two of the world’s most important biological 
hotspots: Tropical Andes and Tumbes-Chocó–Magdalena. 
It also borders the Cotacachi Cayapas Ecological Reserve, 
internationally recognised for its ecological importance. 
The rim of the reserve is visible from Intag’s communities. 
Beyond the ridge line, thick cloud forests descend into 
tropical forests towards Ecuador’s coast.

These forests support large numbers of species and high 
levels of endemism. Many of the endemics here have 
small ranges, rendering them especially vulnerable to 
extinction due to environmental degradation and habitat 
fragmentation.

The Tropical Andes Hotspot is the most diverse in the 
world, containing nearly one-sixth of all plant life on the 
planet as a result of large altitudinal gradients and climatic 
variation. At lower elevations, the hotspot’s north-western 
sector transitions to lowland wet forest in the Tumbes-
Chocó-Magdalena hotspot, one of the wettest places on 
Earth. Meanwhile, the Ecuadorian Chocó is estimated to 
support 25 percent of the nation’s flora (approximately 
6,300 species of plants). The region is also home to more 
palm species than any other part of the world and is 
exceptionally rich in orchid diversity, with some species 
found only there.

Globally, the Tropical Andes Hotspot has the largest variety 
of amphibian, bird, and mammal species, and takes second 
place to the Mesoamerica Hotspot for reptile diversity. As 

for the Chocó Hotspot, records show approximately 830 
bird species, of which more than 10 percent are endemic. 
Mammal diversity and endemism are also high. In fact, 
the Ecuadorian Chocó alone is home to 142 mammal 
species, of which 10.6 percent are endemic to the region. 
In addition, there are approximately 350 species of 
amphibians, with endemism reaching 60 percent, and 210 
species of reptiles, of which 30 percent are endemic.

A major scientific breakthrough occurred in Intag in March 
2016, when a team conducting an amphibian survey 
funded by DECOIN rediscovered the longnose harlequin 
frog (Atelopus longirostris). The species was believed to be 
extinct because it had not been sighted for almost 30 years. 

Approximately 16,804 people live in Intag in 79 
communities that are sparsely scattered among cloud 
forests and agricultural lands. Most of them make a 
living from small-scale agriculture and farming of the 
surrounding land.  Because of the area’s great altitudinal 
range, community members are able to grow an 
impressive number of products, including tropical fruits, 
coffee, cocoa, corn, beans, potatoes, tree tomatoes, sugar 
cane, and bananas, in addition to raising cows, pigs, 
chickens, and guinea pigs.

The region’s agriculture mostly serves local markets, though 
a part of agricultural products goes to outside markets 
like Otavalo and Ibarra. Intag’s agriculture is also entering 
export markets. For example, surplus milk is collected each 
day and transported to Quito. The milk is considered to be 
of high quality because of Intag’s clean environment.

Origin and Structure

Defensa y Conservación Ecológica de Intag (DECOIN, or 
Defense and Ecological Conservation of Intag) was created 
in 1995 by inhabitants of six parishes (local governments) 
in the Intag-Cotacachi-Imbabura area. The organization’s 
aim has been to promote the conservation and sustainable 
use of natural resources, in response to environmental 

damage caused by large extractive companies operating 
in the region. 

DECOIN is a grassroots organisation with a predominantly 
horizontal structure. It has not been registered as a legal 
entity to avoid government pressure through the approval 
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or rejection of bylaws. The organization has an executive 
board, but all participants engage in all types of activities. 
Decisions are made by agreement of members and 
stakeholders, who establish priorities for action.

DECOIN’s mission is to identify the socio-ecological 
problems that contribute to the deterioration of the 
environment of the Intag Zone and other areas, find 
mechanisms to stop environmental damage, safeguard 
biological diversity and soils, and conserve rivers by raising 
environmental awareness.

The organisation’s objectives are to:

 ■ Strengthen the management capacity of communities 
and community organisations to protect and 
conserve their environment.

 ■ Promote the creation of an environmental conscience 
within the populations, with a view to establishing a 
sustainable and ecologically balanced development 
model, within the territorial scope of DECOIN.

 ■ Promote the knowledge and valuation of natural 
areas in places surrounding these areas, particularly 
the immense value of native forests.

 ■ Develop training activities and events in all possible 
sectors and raise environmental awareness in order to 
find solutions to environmental problems.

 ■ Influence the adaptation of sectional or national 
environmental legislation to facilitate a pollution-
free environment in the region and throughout the 
country.

 ■ Undertake environmental rehabilitation projects 
(e.g. reforestation) in order to support biodiversity 
conservation.

 ■ Introduce and promote the acceptance of sustainable 
economic alternatives, including organic agriculture, 
erosion control, and crafts using local materials.

 ■ Create environmental control mechanisms to 
monitor and prevent mining, logging, and other 
industrial activities from threatening the integrity of 
the environment.

 ■ Ensure the application of legal provisions to 
environmental protection, natural areas, and human 
rights.

 ■ Provide general services to communities that require 
them, such as submitting applications and requests, 
disseminating information, and selling vegetable and 
tree seeds.

At present, DECOIN is focused on the following projects:

 ■ Conservation of hydrographic basins and community 
forests (purchasing forest areas to expand 
conservation areas, working with local governments 
on the creation of reserves)

 ■ Environmental education to communities, schools, 
and the general public

 ■ Observation tours to the parochial, community, and 
water conservation areas

 ■ Support to women’s groups in their projects (e.g. 
planting fruit trees to improve the family economy)

 ■ Training for community groups in water monitoring, 
in partnership with university students from the 
United States

 ■ Reforestation with native species
 ■ Legal advocacy to ensure the State defends the 

rights of nature, which are guaranteed in the 2008 
Constitution.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Large foreign mining projects

Faced with diminishing oil reserves and an increasing 
demand for minerals from emerging economies, Ecuadorian 
leaders at the provincial and national government levels 
have been under pressure to expand state incomes 
through natural resource extraction. The Intag region has 
been targeted for its copper deposits, which are estimated 
at approximately 318 million metric tons. While there is a 
high demand for copper worldwide, copper mining has 
significant downstream landscape and social costs which 
are often excluded from the economic analysis. Hence, the 
majority of Intag’s population have worked for decades to 
develop and implement alternative economic activities, 
with a vision of developing the area without mining.

The Intag community’s advocacy to conserve the region’s 
forests and water sources began in the early 1990s, when 
the Japanese company, Bishi Metals (now Mitsubishi 
Materials Corporation), a subsidiary of the Mitsubishi 
Corporation, began a copper mining project in the Intag 
Valley. Communities had not been informed about the 
project, and the company’s mining camp was found to 
discharge its bathroom waste directly into the Junín river, 
a source of water for residents downstream. 

The Environmental Impact Assessment conducted by 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) in 
1996 forecasted that mining exploitation in Intag would 
result in massive deforestation, desertification, impacts 
on the Cotacachi Cayapas Ecological Reserve as well as 
on dozens of endangered mammals and birds, pollution 
of rivers with heavy metals and minerals, increase in 
crime, and internal displacement and relocation of several 
communities within the area of the mining project. Bishi 
Metals’ presence faced opposition, prompting Intag 
residents to educate themselves about the effects of open 
pit copper mining. In 1995, the residents founded DECOIN 
as a grassroots organisation. This situation also forced 
inhabitants to come together and organize themselves 
better to confront mining.

As a result of DECOIN’s advocacy, Bishi Metals was 
eventually forced to leave the Intag Valley. However, 
their explorations which took place between 1993 and 
1995 had negative environmental impacts that affected 
the population for decades. The company drilled deep 
into the ground to collect rock samples and identify the 
quantity and quality of mineral deposits. A water quality 
study conducted between 2010 and 2011 revealed that, 
over a decade later, these drill holes continued to leak 
arsenic into the Junín river. The study also advised against 
consuming the water from the river or using it for cooking.

Following in Bishi Metals’ footsteps, in 2004 the Canadian 
company Ascendant Copper (now known as Copper 
Mesa) was granted full concession to the mining site in 
Intag. Their activities followed a similar pattern to Bishi 
Metals’, since they operated without consulting the local 
communities. Again, conflict flared in Intag, but this 
time the communities stopped the company from even 
exploring. In 2008, the company’s concessions were 
cancelled due to fierce and organised resistance. 

In 2008, Ecuador’s new constitution became the first 
in the world to recognize Rights of Nature. Rather than 
treating nature as property under the law, the Rights 
of Nature articles acknowledge nature’s right to exist, 
persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles in all its 
life forms.  The constitution also states that people have 
the legal authority to enforce these rights on behalf of 
ecosystems and that the ecosystem itself can be named 
as the claimant.

In the case of Copper Mesa, not only did the company 
have to leave Intag, but it also lost its concessions and was 
expelled from the Toronto Stock Exchange. When a lawsuit 
was filed in 2009 by the community in Canada, the Ontario 
Court of Appeal dismissed the village residents’ appeal 
stating that their claims against Copper Mesa were based 
solely on vicarious liability and disclosed no reasonable 
cause of action under the Canadian law. 
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In July 2010, Copper Mesa sent a written Notice of Dispute 
to Ecuador under the Canada–Ecuador Foreign Investment 
Promotion and Protection Agreement (FIPA), alleging 
that Ecuador unlawfully revoked or terminated the 
concessions, thereby depriving the company of the entire 
value of its investments and causing it to suffer substantial 
damages. In 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration 
(PCA) ruled in favour of Copper Mesa, and in August 2018 it 
was announced that Copper Mesa had reached a binding 
settlement of its dispute with the Republic of Ecuador, 
pursuant to which the company would receive payments 
totalling US$20 million by 20 November 2018.

Meanwhile, in 2009, Ecuador created its own National 
Mining Company (ENAMI, Empresa Nacional Minera). On 
26 July 2012, the Chilean and Ecuadorean governments 
signed an agreement to reactivate the Junín copper project 
in Intag through the Llurimagua joint venture. Chilean 
state-owned copper corporations CODELCO and ENAMI 
were set to begin explorations during the second quarter 
of 2013, based on an Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA). However, lack of funds, among other reasons, 
caused the project to be delayed, and explorations were 
conducted between 2015 and 2018. As in previous cases, 
the project faced strong community opposition.

The most recent blow to the project came in April 2019 from 
Ecuador’s comptroller, who issued a report identifying at 
least 12 irregularities in the concession that would serve as 
cause for termination. Among other issues, the Ministry of 
Environment approved an environmental impact study and 
management plan without receiving complete information, 
which made it impossible to fully identify possible 
impacts and undertake relevant mitigation measures. The 
comptroller also noted that two of the three authors of the 
social participation report were not qualified to complete it. 
Hence, the document’s lack of technical and legal foundation 
deemed prior consultation invalid, leading the comptroller to 
recommended reversing the project’s environmental licence 
as well as the permits granted by the water authority.

In addition, on April 15, the Ombudsman’s Office issued 
a Resolution urging the Ministry of Energy and Non-
Renewable Resources to terminate mining rights, the 
Ministry of Environment to revoke the environmental license, 
the National Secretariat of Water to revert the authorization 
of water use, and ENAMI and CODELCO to apply the United 
Nations’ guiding principles on companies and human rights. 
The resolution gave the subjects three months for necessary 
action, and recognized the Junín Community Reserve as a 
subject of rights and under protection.
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Water and forest conservation

As part of its core strategy, DECOIN establishes community-
managed watershed reserves, conducts research 
on biodiversity in the forests of Intag, and develops 
participatory management plans.

Community-managed watershed reserves

One of DECOIN’s most important projects is the creation 
of community-based watershed reserves to ensure 
that communities have a water supply for today and for 
the future. These reserves range from a few hectares to 
thousands of hectares of cloud forest that are purchased 
by DECOIN and then turned over to the communities to 
be managed by local parish governments, communities or 
organised groups who can implement diverse sustainable 
alternatives to ensure long-term conservation of water 
resources.

The community members, or parish governments, receive 
collective land titles and benefit from various ecosystem 
services, such as ecotourism and protection of water 
sources, while agreeing to protect and preserve the 
forested land. To date, with help from Rainforest Concern, 
an NGO in the United Kingdom, and the German renewable 
energy company Lichtblick, which has been supporting 
DECOIN for the last 15 years, DECOIN has created 38 
community-managed reserves, including a 1,500-hectare 
reserve and an ecotourism site in the community of Junín.

This conservation project has gradually enabled appro-
priation by the communities, who care for and protect not 
only the biodiversity of the Intag area, but also the water 
resources, which are essential for their subsistence. Another 
benefit of forest-hydrological reserves is the remarkable 
improvement in water quality for the thousands of consum-
ers who, since the creation of community reserves, are able 
to consume healthy water for the first time. By securing the 
conservation areas with collective titles, the Municipality of 
Cotacachi built several drinking water systems, requiring 
community ownership of the lands.

The main objective of the ordinance that defines the 
Intag, Toisan municipal conservation and sustainable use 
area (ACUS-MIT), is to conserve biodiversity and existing 
ecosystem goods and services in the ACUS-MIT through 
the generation of sustainable productive alternatives with 
the participation of institutional and community actors.

The water issue is a permanent concern in the territory. 
Despite having 25 watersheds, the shortage of safe water 
for the communities has been the uniting motivation 
to preserve and protect it. Prior to the establishment of 
the reserves, water was often contaminated with animal 
faeces and pesticides prohibited in the international 
market. The purchase of forest areas and the reforestation 
with native species has improved water quality and supply. 
Additionally, the protection of high watersheds has helped 
to avoid flooding in the lower parts and landslides, which 
could harm communities or contaminate water sources 
for thousands of people.

Along with creating genetic banks for native plant and 
animal species and guaranteeing safe water for the 
communities, one of DECOIN’s main objectives has been 
to show the communities the value of conservation. The 
project also entails teaching communities to monitor 
water quality and biological diversity with water testing 
equipment distributed to participating communities, 
and incorporates training on the collection, analysis, and 
interpretation of water samples, as well as  management 
of their reserves. To that end, participatory management 
plans have been developed with the communities.

Research on biodiversity in the forests of Intag

DECOIN has supported several research studies on 
biodiversity and water quality in at least five parishes, 
aiming to provide communities with information to 
facilitate the integrated management of their reserves and 
protect endangered species. Among the activities that 
have been carried out are studies on amphibian species, 
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three studies on the biodiversity of community reserves, 
research on the potential and current impact of mining 
in the Junín sector and on water quality in more than 15 
communities.

The amphibian survey conducted in March 2016 led to the 
remarkable rediscovery of the longnose harlequin frog 
(Atelopus longirostris), which was thought to have gone 
extinct 30 years ago. The research team found four frogs in 
two isolated small patches of native forest in a fragmented 
area heavily modified for agriculture and livestock. One 
patch was protected by the Junín Community Reserve, 
while the other was a non-protected private patch near 
the reserve.

The study was funded by DECOIN and the project 
‘Conservation of Ecuadorian amphibian diversity and 
sustainable use of its genetic resources,’ an initiative 
executed by the Ministry of the Environment of Ecuador 
and implemented by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), with financial support from the 
Global Environment Facility (GEF). To enable the species 
to thrive, the researchers recommended restoring the 
forest in degraded areas between both forest patches 
and in related river margins. This would grant connectivity 
between both isolated metapopulations and favour the 
normal movement of individuals to the breeding sites in 
the Chalguayacu and Junín river basins.

KEY IMPACTS 

Water and forest conservation

 ■ Two native plant nurseries are run by communities, including young people who are also involved in 
reforestation efforts in their free time. 

 ■ To date, the communities have planted over 50,000 trees in community tree nurseries.
 ■ More than 12,000 hectares of forests and watersheds are owned and managed by communities, 

organized groups, or local governments, ensuring access to clean water for over 8,500 people. 

Sustainable livelihoods

Alongside direct conservation measures, one of DECOIN’s 
projects supports hundreds of families and several 
communities with chicken and egg production, fish 
farming, and other productive activities. Other activities 
of the organisation revolve around ecotourism and 
environmental education.  The project’s main objective 
is to reduce environmental impacts of the expansion of 
agriculture on the native forests by supporting sustainable 
agriculture. One of the components involved working 
with community nurseries to identify disease resistant 
stock in order to drastically reduce pesticide use on the 
two most important and heavily cultivated cash crops:  
tree tomatoes (Cyphomandra  crassifolia) and naranjillas 
(Solanum quitoense). In this context, DECOIN published a 
small book on reforestation with native species to support 
biodiversity conservation.

Other economic alternatives promoted or supported 
by DECOIN, such as community-based ecotourism, 
shade-grown coffee, handicrafts by women’s groups, and 

reforestation with native species are all aimed at reducing 
poverty without harming the natural environment.

Ecotourism

DECOIN helped create the first community ecological 
tourism site in Intag as an alternative to mining. A cabin 
built between 2001 and 2002 in Junín has received several 
groups of visitors. Located in a pristine forest area, it is 
managed by 30 people from two communities. Most 
of them are women, some are single mothers, which 
represent a highly marginalized group. 

Before this initiative was launched, there was no paid work 
for women and young people living in the area. With the 
creation of the ecological tourism site, women and young 
people not only received a source of income but are also 
gained training to provide services to tourists who visit the 
cabin and the forest. They were able to learn new skills, such 
as English, being a tour guide, cooking, and bird watching.
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Shade-grown coffee

In 1998, DECOIN initiated a shade-grown sustainable coffee 
project by creating the Association of Intag River Small 
Coffee Growers (AACRI by its acronym in Spanish), which 
is now completely independent of DECOIN. Originally 
founded by 18 partners, the association currently has 
approximately 300 members. Its shade-grown coffee is 
sold within Ecuador and exported overseas. Today, AACRI 
is one of Intag’s most promising sustainable livelihood 
initiatives, benefiting 100 families.

Because of Intag’s high elevation, the Arabica coffee 
grown in the area is very high quality. The coffee produced 
by the association is shade-grown, certified organic, and 
fair trade. The association aims to to provide a source 
of livelihood based on sustainable land use for farmers 
who might otherwise be employing more destructive 
agriculture methods such as slash-and-burn.

Handicrafts

DECOIN supports women’s groups engaged in clean 
handicraft production made from local fibres and using 
natural dyes, as well hand-made soap production. One 
of such groups is Mujer y Medio Ambiente (Women and 
the Environment), a women’s handicraft cooperative in 

the communities of Santa Rosa and Plaza Gutiérrez that 
consists of 28 members. 

The members of the cooperative work with natural fibre, 
known as cabuya, from a native plant (Furcraea spp.). 
They use natural dyes from the forest surrounding their 
homes and sell their products to visiting ecotourists. 
Since its founding, Mujer y Medio Ambiente has inspired 
the establishment of other women’s cooperatives in the 
area. These groups have self-organised under an umbrella 
organisation La Coordinadora de Mujeres de Intag 
(The Intag Women’s Coordinator), and together have 
attempted to gain recognition and legitimacy. 

Fair trade shop

DECOIN was able to obtain the necessary funding to open 
the Toisan Solidarity Store, in May 2004, in the town of 
Otavalo. Between September 2009 and May 2019, the store 
moved and changed its name to La Casa de Intag (The 
House of Intag).  The shop became a place where organised 
groups in the Intag area were able to sell their sustainable 
products and services, thereby stimulating and supporting 
sustainable initiatives and the creation of more organised 
groups. Following fair trade principles, the store aimed to 
help resolve one of the major problems small producers 
face all over the developing world: lack of markets. 

KEY IMPACTS

 Sustainable livelihoods

 ■ In the Junín area, 30 people from 2 communities, mostly women, participate in community-based 
ecotourism initiatives supported by DECOIN.

 ■ The Association of Intag River Small Coffee Growers (AACRI by its acronym in Spanish) has brought 
together approximately 300 producers.

 ■ For over 30 years, through its fair trade shop, DECOIN has supported associative marketing of 
products made by women’s groups or farmer associations (aloe vera cosmetics such as shampoo, 
lotions and soap, export beans, handicrafts made from cabuya and other fibres, and production of 
agro-ecological farms).
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Awareness and advocacy

Though limited by lack of funding, DECOIN’s environmental 
education programs are focused on raising awareness 
about the importance of conserving Intag’s natural 
resources and biological diversity. To that end, DECOIN 
members have organised and funded primary school 
writing and painting contests on ecological themes, 
as well as regional fora and workshops. They have also 
created posters, videos, brochures and books on bird 
conservation, forest fire prevention and correct land use, 
Intag’s forests and wildlife, watershed and biodiversity 
conservation, river conservation and restoration, and the 
impacts of mining, among other topics.

In 2000, DECOIN was directly responsible for, and led the 
formulation of, the Ecological Ordinance that made the 
municipal government of Cotacachi the first Ecological 
County in Latin America. The Municipal Ecological 
Ordinance, which was published in the Official Registry 
in 2000 and affects all 1,800 square kilometres of 
Cotacachi County, was aimed at reorienting development 
in the county by backing truly sustainable activities 
(organic farming, clean industries, ecological, rural, and 

community tourism, etc.) that benefit communities and 
the environment. 

The Ordinance makes the conservation of native forests 
a priority and prohibits destructive activities, such as 
mining and industrial logging, while imposing strict 
environmental controls on the flower industry and the use 
of watersheds. It encourages a change in attitude towards 
the environment through social and economic incentives, 
and institutionalizes recycling, among many other 
measures. One of the main objectives of the Ordinance is 
the creation of a sustainable development model for Latin 
America.

In addition, DECOIN has invested in legal counsel to 
defend collective rights in Intag. For instance, in 2009, 
DECOIN members helped local residents file a lawsuit 
against Copper Mesa Mining Corporation and the Toronto 
Stock Exchange for violence and human rights violations. 
For the first time, a stock exchange was sued over violence 
related to a mining company trading stocks in it.

KEY IMPACTS 

Awareness and advocacy

 ■ DECOIN was directly responsible for the declaration of Cotacachi as the first Ecological County in Latin 
America in 2000.

 ■ In 2009, DECOIN filed the first lawsuit against a stock exchange over violence related to a mining 
company trading stocks in it.
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

At the national level, DECOIN mobilized hundreds of Intag 
residents to participate in the discussions around the draft 
Constitution of Plurinationality and Good Living, which 
has been in effect since 2008 in Ecuador. Some members 
participated in the debates related to the formulation of 
the Mining Mandate, which was part of this process. The 
Mining Mandate, whose compliance was mandatory, 
reflected the aim of civil society organisations to set clear 
rules and end the concentration of mining concessions in 
a single holder, to prevent mining in water source areas, 
and to regain sovereignty over mineral resources on 
Ecuadorian territory.

However, since 2009 various mining-related laws and 
policies that make the requirements for developing large 
extractive projects in the country more flexible have 
been enacted. In June 2019, the Ministry of Energy and 
Non-Renewable Natural Resources presented the new 
Public Mining Policy for the 2019-2030 period, which is 
made up of six axes: legislation, economic development, 
environmental and social sustainability, research and 
development, management and administration, and 
regulation and combating of illegal mining.

Contributions to Global Agenda

DECOIN’s work contributes to the achievement of several 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): No poverty (SDG 
1); Gender equality (SDG 5); Clean water and sanitation 

(SDG 6); Reduced inequalities (SDG 10); Responsible 
production and consumption (SDG 12); Climate action 
(SDG 13); and Life on land (SDG 15).
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication

DECOIN significantly contributed to the declaration of 
Cotacachi as the first Ecological County in Latin America in 
September 2000. This designation establishes that people 
living in the area wish for it to remain free from mining and 
other extractive activities. This initiative has sparked the 
interest of national and international organisations and 
universities.

At the same time, it has inspired other municipalities in 
the country and abroad to follow Cotacachi’s lead. For 

example, the cities of Loreto and Archidona, located in the 
Amazon basin in eastern Ecuador, declared themselves 
Ecological Counties in 2004. One of the most prominent 
examples abroad is the municipality of Talamanca, in 
eastern Costa Rica, which, in 2000, declared itself a county 
free from oil activities. This decision was reinforced by a 
community agreement signed in 2002. Finally, in 2008, 
the municipality went a step further and declared itself an 
Ecological County.

Scalability

The possibility of scaling up the initiative to the global level 
arises from the value that communities around the world 
place on good water quality. Water motivates people to 
conserve forests and other ecosystems along with their 
biodiversity. For local governments, such an initiative saves 
public funds, since transforming clean water into drinking 
water is cheaper than transforming water from degraded 
or polluted watersheds. For health institutions, access 

to clean water translates to lower public expenditures 
on diseases caused by pollution. Moreover, the model 
of direct conservation by the communities developed 
by DECOIN, which focuses on water conservation, is 
extremely effective for the conservation of renewable 
resources, such as water, forests, and biodiversity, since 
the community has a tangible interest in the conservation 
of its natural areas.

Sustainability 

In the context of the sustainability of projects for the 
purchase of natural areas for communities, there is no 
guarantee of funding beyond one or two years. DECOIN 
has created 38 community reserves. The members of the 

organization see the potential of increasing the number of 
reserves, even though high land prices make it exceedingly 
difficult. 

FUTURE PLANS
The goal of the organization is to expand its area of influence to other communities and groups. DECOIN 
will continue moving its main objective forward: raising public awareness about the importance of 
conserving forests, water and biodiversity, and promoting sustainable productive activities.



14

PARTNERS
 ■ Asamblea de Unidad Cantonal: Participation system 

of the Municipal Government of Cotacachi.
 ■ Comité Ecuatoriano para la Defensa de la Naturaleza 

y el Medio Ambiente (CEDENMA): Part of the militants 
for the rights of Nature that constantly strives for its 
preservation.

 ■ Cloudforest Coffee: Supports the ecological conser-
vation of the pristine cloud forest.

 ■ Corporación Toisan: A collective of nine social, 
productive and environmental organizations in the 
Intag area.

 ■ EarthWays Foundation: Partnered with DECOIN on 
the completion of a “distance learning centre” near 
the village of Junín, supported the construction of a 
high school in the Apuela region for teens and young 
adults, and provides several ecotour groups each 
year to help support community-owned eco-lodges 

and other locally owned facilities in Intag and other 
regions of Ecuador.

 ■ Geo schutzt den Regenwald: Supported DECOIN’s 
environmental education activities, among others.

 ■ Minka urbana: Links the struggles of the countryside 
with the city, in defense of the territories and their 
ways of life.

 ■ Rainforest Concern: Established alternative sustainable 
income projects and local environmental education 
programmes in partnership with DECOIN, including 
community workshops and school field trips.

 ■ Threshold Foundation: Supports DECOIN in various 
activities.
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