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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 UNDP Equator Initiative, supported by generous 
funding from the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded 
the Equator Prize 2020 to 10 outstanding Indigenous and 
local communities from 10 countries. The winning orga-
nizations showcase innovative nature-based solutions 
(NBS) for tackling biodiversity loss and climate change. 

Selected from 583 nominations from more than 120 
countries, the winners were celebrated at a high-profile 
virtual event on 29 September 2020. The event was held 
in conjunction with the UN Biodiversity Summit and the 
75th Session of the UN General Assembly, both also held 
virtually. The winners are sustainably protecting, restor-
ing, and managing forests, farms, wetlands, and marine 
ecosystems to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions, help 
communities adapt to climate change, and create a green 
new economy. Since 2002, the Equator Prize has been 
awarded to 255 initiatives.

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).

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


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner  Founded

2020 2015

Location 

Sucumbíos, Lago Agrio Canton, Republic of Ecuador 

Beneficiaries

Between 6,000 and 8,000 people

Thematic areas 

Land rights and tenure security; Forest conservation/
sustainable development; Women’s empowerment

Fields of work

Sustainable energy generation; Medicinal plant 
conservation; Women’s groups

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2020 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
Alianza Ceibo unites four Indigenous peoples in 
their fight to counter environmental degradation 
to protect more than 2 million hectares of primary 
rainforest in four provinces and 70 communities in 
the Ecuadorian Amazon. In one of the most bio-
diverse ecosystems in the world, this Alliance, led 
by Indigenous representatives, offers alternatives 
to extractive industries, ranching, and large-scale 
monocultures. Alianza Ceibo’s activities provide clean 
water to more than 6,000 people, connect remote 
communities to solar power, and support women 
entrepreneurs. The Alliance’s advocacy and legal 
support have led to the revocation of mining and oil 
concessions in Indigenous territories. Participatory 
community mapping processes document the stew-
ardship of the A’i Kofan, Siekopai, Siona, and Waorani 
peoples over their lands, thus supporting their legal 
claims to obtain community land titles. Community 
patrols and monitoring trace illegal incursions into 
their territories, while Indigenous youth are trained 
in documentary filmmaking and storytelling. Alianza 
Ceibo’s many gender-sensitive solutions are inspired 
by Indigenous wisdom and traditional practice, 
harmonizing conservation with sustainable develop-
ment in a globally significant carbon sink area.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included 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://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DWYZuwy1nG0
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

For those of us who make up the Indigenous nations that are part of Alianza Ceibo, it was very exciting to be among 
the winners of the Equator Prize. The international recognition of our effort to conserve nature is important, and 
this recognition gives us more strength to continue working. At the same time, it contributes to make the work we 
are doing known at a national and international level, which allows us to receive support . . . to conserve nature, 
the survival of nations and their cultures, and the search for lasting solutions that allow our own communities to 
develop. For us, the nations, nature is one, humans-nature are one, we are part of nature and nature is part of us. 
Therefore, the work that we develop includes those principles of working with that vision, working with respect for 
nature. The territory, culture, and solutions are the big issues that must continue to contribute to the conservation 
of nature.

— Hernán Payaguaje, Siekopai Leader and General Coordinator of Alianza Ceibo

In the northwestern frontier of the Amazon, between 
Ecuador, Peru, and Colombia, four Indigenous peoples 
help protect more than 2 million hectares of primary forest 
recognized as one of the most biodiverse on the planet. 
Part of the region is within the Tropical Andes Biodiversity 
Hotspot, the richest in species and endemism of the 36 
global biodiversity hotspots identified by the Critical 
Ecosystem Partnership Fund (CEPF).

The Tropical Andes hotspot contains almost one sixth of 
all plant life on the planet, with more than 30,000 species. 
It also has the largest variety of amphibian, bird, and 
mammal species, ranking second after the Mesoamerica 
hotspot in terms of reptile diversity. The region is 
inhabited by several species included in the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of 
Threatened Species. Some are listed as endangered, such 
as the mountain tapir (Tapirus pinchaque), the giant otter 
(Pteronura brasiliensis), and the Amazon River dolphin (Inia 

geoffrensis), while the populations of the giant anteater 
(Myrmecophaga tridactyla), the tigrillo or northern tiger 
cat (Leopardus tigrinus), and the huangana or white-lipped 
peccary (Tayassu pecari) are considered vulnerable.

It is estimated that 24 percent of the Indigenous population 
of Ecuador, belonging to 10 nations, lives in the Amazon. 
The four minority nations—A’i Kofan, Siekopai, Siona 
and Waorani— have united since 2015 under Alianza 
Ceibo to conserve their ancestral lands. The A’i Kofan, 
the Siekopai, and the Siona are considered vulnerable 
Indigenous peoples due to their low populations of just 
1,485, 689, and 611 inhabitants, respectively. Meanwhile, 
the Waorani, located further south, have a population of 
approximately 3,000 people. The Waorani are regarded as 
recently contacted Indigenous people, as they still lived 
isolated from Western society until 50 years ago.
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Figure 1: Location of A’i Kofan, Siekopai, Siona, and Waorani nations

Source: Based upon maps provided by Alianza Ceibo

The A’i Kofan people love life, culture, thought, language, 
customs, territory, and their own spiritual knowledge 
learned from nature. They previously lived in the Lago 
Agrio area, but were displaced by oil exploitation and 
settled in more remote areas, such as the 254,000-hectare 
Cuyabeno Fauna Production Reserve, the 403,000-hectare 
Cayambe Coca National Park, and the 55,000-hectare 
Cofán-Bermejo Ecological Reserve. The Cofán-Bermejo 
Ecological Reserve, specifically, encompasses pristine 
forest areas and is part of the ancestral territory of the 
Cofán de Sinangoe community. The latter two protected 
areas are also considered Important Bird Conservation 
Areas (IBAs) by BirdLife International. Although their 
customs and traditions have undergone great changes 
during recent decades, the A’i Kofan want to continue 
living as their ancestors did.

According to the Siekopai people, they are descendants of 
the celestial spirits ‘Ñañë Siekopai,’ who lived in the centre 
of the immense Amazon plain in the current territories of 
Ecuador and Peru. Border conflicts between the countries 
during the 20th Century divided the Siekopai people, 
causing a social, cultural, and territorial rupture, which 
isolated many families. The Siekopai have received legal 
land titles in both Ecuador and Peru. However, these 

lands are far from their ancestral territory, now located in 
national parks on both sides of the border. The Siekopai 
people currently inhabit areas of the 679,000-hectare 
Yasuní National Park and Biosphere Reserve.

The Siona people are divided between Colombia and 
Ecuador, living north of the Amazon in the areas of 
the Aguarico, Cuyabeno, and Putumayo rivers. Siona 
means ‘people of the farm,’ because they plant food 
throughout their territory and, like the jaguar, have had 
food everywhere. The Siona people maintain a healthy 
relationship with the jungle, considering her their mother. 
Today, they inhabit sectors of the 254,000-hectare 
Cuyabeno Fauna Production Reserve.

The Waorani live in the heart of the Ecuadorian Amazon 
and are distributed in 48 communities, mostly in Yasuní 
National Park and Biosphere Reserve. ‘Waorani,’ in their 
language, means ‘people.’ The Waorani also maintain a 
close relationship with the jungle. The land where they 
now live is considered highly sacred, left to the Waorani as 
an inheritance by their grandparents. Faced with various 
threats to their territory, the Waorani are ready to find 
solutions and achieve a better, healthier, and happier life 
for all.
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Origin and structure

Alianza Ceibo is named in honour of the Amazon ceibo 
or silk-cotton tree (Ceiba pentandra), a sacred tree 
that serves as a symbol of hope. The Alliance is a non-
governmental organization (NGO) made up of members 
of four Amazonian Indigenous nationalities: A’i Kofan, 
Siekopai, Siona, and Waorani. Realizing they shared similar 
experiences of contamination and exploitation of their 
territories, the groups began to work together for the 
jungle and the survival of their cultures, the legacy their 
ancestors left them. The four groups united to strengthen 
their combined effort and fight the threats to their 
territories, cultures, and education.

Alianza Ceibo’s mission is to defend rights and territories, 
while training leaders of their nationalities to guide their 
communities to defend their language and ancestral 
knowledge. The main objective of Alianza Ceibo is to be 
a benchmark organization that supports the struggles 
of Indigenous peoples and the defence of the rights of 
nature. The group also supports efforts to strengthen and 
revitalize Indigenous cultures and seek alternative, durable 
solutions for Indigenous community development that 
builds Indigenous autonomy.

Recognizing that women must be leaders in initiative 
development, Alianza Ceibo’s governance structure is 

based on the principle of gender equality. The bylaws of 
the organization dictate that the governing body and its 
members must always be 50 percent men and 50 percent 
women. Members must also be equally representative of 
the four nations. The Alliance is led by a Board of Directors, 
made up of one person of each nationality. Following the 
principle of gender equality, there are two women and two 
men. The Board of Directors has the freedom to organize 
and make the decisions it deems necessary regarding 
management and leadership, as long as it complies with  
administrative and legal conditions, as well as respecting 
the vision, spirit, and philosophy of the Alliance. The 
Board must guarantee coordination of the programs, time 
commitments made to donors and communities, and the 
correct use of the budget.

The Alliance’s work strategy focuses on listening and ensuring 
that local stakeholders actively participate in decision-
making. That is why decisions are made as a community; the 
elderly, the young, and women are the main stakeholders 
in decision-making. The Alliance’s advocacy efforts are 
led by women, bringing voices from the community 
and strengthening women’s leadership capacity in their 
communities. Another important component is work with 
wise elders, who provide teaching and guidance to make 
good decisions and also have the final say.

“In the community, the nations or the Kofán nation, we have 
everything in the jungle, in the territory, the natural medicines 

that our grandparents have taught us that we have for preventing 
the diseases that are now causing harm worldwide, nationally, 

in all provinces. Also, as a mother I teach my daughters to make 
handicrafts, that way we all help each other.” 

 Gladyz Vargas, A’i Kofán activist and artist
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Extractive industries

Like all countries in the region, Ecuador has historically 
based its economy on natural resources dominated by 
agriculture, livestock, and fishing. However, over time 
it turned toward an industrialized economy driven by 
exports based on the extraction of non-renewable 
resources, such as oil, coal, natural gas, copper, gold, silver, 
and other metals and minerals. While these activities are 
critical to the economic development of the country, they 
are also known to cause environmental damage and are 
difficult to regulate and control.

As in the entire region, investment in energy, mining, 
and hydrocarbons has increased due to the global boom 
in these products’ prices. Oil and mineral extraction, 
therefore, now has a larger role on development agendas. 
This increase has exacerbated conflict with Indigenous 
and local communities in areas where operations are 
being carried out or planned. Although many Indigenous 
communities enjoy some form of recognition of collective 
title to their lands, the Government of Ecuador retains 
underground rights and continues to grant concessions.

According to the Indigenous nations gathered in Alianza 
Ceibo, this situation endangers their cultures. Acculturation 
is prevailing due to external pressure, weakening the 
culture, knowledge, and traditional practices of the 
peoples in the four provinces where they live: Sucumbíos, 
Orellana, Napo, and Pastaza. The A’i Kofan, for example, 
say their customs and traditions have undergone great 
changes, and even though they are surrounded by threats, 
they want to fight for the common good.

The Siekopai report that the peacefulness of their 
nationality was altered with the arrival of rubber tappers, 
who brought diseases that caused the extermination of 
other Indigenous peoples. Today, they say the agricultural 

frontier and the strong presence of oil companies have 
further reduced their territory and polluted the jungle.

Likewise, the Siona describe that their ancestral territory 
has been invaded by extractive companies, mainly oil and 
palm oil companies, and settlers who do not feel love for 
the territory and who pollute their rivers. The forests are 
cut down by loggers, the animals disappear, the fruits 
are scarce, and the spirits of the water and the trees are 
affected, they explain.

Further south in the Ecuadorian Amazon, the Waorani 
report that intense oil exploitation in their territory and 
the opening of roads have caused numerous problems 
and profound changes in their way of life, as well as 
irreparable damage to the forest they inhabit. Nemonte 
Nenquimo, co-founder of Alianza Ceibo and president of 
the Coordination Council of the Waorani Nationality of 
Pastaza (CONCONAWEP by its acronym in Spanish), was 
highlighted by Time magazine as one of the 100 most 
influential people in the world in 2020. Nemonte obtained 
international recognition in 2019, when—in response 
to a lawsuit filed by the organizations she leads—the 
Pastaza Court confirmed Indigenous peoples were not 
duly consulted in 2012 about Oil Block 22 in their ancestral 
territory. This led to a landmark legal victory preventing 
the extraction of crude oil in more of 180,000 hectares of 
forest.

Award-winning actor Leonardo DiCaprio wrote in his 
Time magazine article: “Nemonte’s cause is all our cause. 
She inspires those she speaks with to shoulder the 
nearest boulder and walk alongside her as her movement 
continues to grow. I am lucky to have met her, and I am 
luckier still to have learned from her.” 

“In the community, the nations or the Kofán nation, we have 
everything in the jungle, in the territory, the natural medicines 

that our grandparents have taught us that we have for preventing 
the diseases that are now causing harm worldwide, nationally, 

in all provinces. Also, as a mother I teach my daughters to make 
handicrafts, that way we all help each other.” 

 Gladyz Vargas, A’i Kofán activist and artist
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LOCAL RESPONSES

Territorial mapping and land titling 

Alianza Ceibo created these programs to defend ancestral 
territories against extractive projects. Through the 
training of human rights defenders, technical-legal advice, 
and accompaniment to enforcement and complaint 
processes that the communities initiate, the Alliance 
seeks to ensure the State complies with its obligations to 
protect, guarantee, and access rights. The objective is for 
communities to know the law and use it as a tool for their 
territorial defence and protection processes.

At the same time, Alianza Ceibo has promoted the 
creation of maps by the Indigenous peoples themselves, 

noting that maps from abroad have served the interests 
of governments, the military, and companies that want to 
extract resources from their lands. While, they say, these 
maps from abroad are square and cold, the maps created 
by the Indigenous groups themselves show a living 
territory, full of natural, cultural, and historical riches. These 
Indigenous-created maps show hunting trails, medicinal 
plants, animal dens, palms, ancient villages, ancient sites, 
and sacred sites. With these interactive maps, nationalities 
will tell their own story and identify how to protect their 
territories.

Figure 2: Waorani interactive map

Source: Alianza Ceibo
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Figure 3: Siekopai interactive map

Source: Alianza Ceibo

KEY IMPACTS 

Territorial mapping and land titling

 ■ More than 350,000 hectares of ancestral territories are undergoing a legal titling process within 
Ecuador, Colombia, and Peru, in addition to the possible titling of 505,857 more hectares just in 
Ecuador.

 ■ Almost 180,000 hectares of mega-biodiverse rainforest in the Waorani territory of Pastaza have been 
protected through a landmark court ruling that indefinitely suspended oil extraction and provided a 
legal precedent to protect another 3 million hectares from planned oil auctions.

 ■ A national precedent has been established by the Constitutional Court of Ecuador to apply Consultation 
and Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC), a powerful tool for Indigenous communities to challenge 
the extractive industry.

 ■ The annulment of 52 illegal gold mining concessions was achieved, as well as the protection of more 
than 31,000 hectares of high-biodiversity rainforest in a headwaters region of Ecuador.

 ■ More than 400,000 hectares of Indigenous territories have been mapped by 50 Indigenous 
cartographers.
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Environmental monitoring

According to representatives of the four nationalities, 
since the oil companies arrived in the Ecuadorian Amazon, 
a large part of the territories has been contaminated, 
invaded, or destroyed. Millions of gallons of crude oil and 
saltwater have been dumped into rivers, streams, and 
lagoons, the product of spills and extraction processes. 

As lives depend directly on the territories, pollution and 
deforestation mean direct damage to health and culture. 
Given these links to the land, it is critical for communities 
to know the levels of contamination and to monitor the 
damage caused to biodiversity through illegal hunting 
and fishing. To that end, Alianza Ceibo trains and equips 
Indigenous Community Guards (with GPS, camera traps, 
drones, and applications) who conduct tours to monitor, 
document, and expel illegal invaders, using the law as a 
tool. Camera traps are useful for capturing the presence 
of species whose populations show a decreasing trend 

according to the the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, 
such as the tigrillo or northern tiger cat (Leopardus tigrinus), 
the Amazonian brown brocket (Mazama nemorivaga), the 
grey-winged trumpeter (Psophia crepitans), the jaguar 
(Panthera onca), the huangana or white-lipped peccary 
(Tayassu pecari), and the bush dog (Speothos venaticus).

Alianza Ceibo also collaborates with Universidad Andina 
scientists in measuring contamination levels in water and 
fish to determine if they are fit for human consumption. 
Elderly fisherfolk play a key role, since only they can report 
which fish have disappeared from the river and which are 
more abundant than before. By conducting surveillance 
and research themselves, they can identify the presence of 
invaders, assess the richness of biodiversity, and develop 
strategies to protect their territories and the health of their 
communities.

KEY IMPACTS 

Environmental monitoring

 ■ Alianza Ceibo has trained more than 200 Indigenous Community Guards, who actively roam and 
protect more than 500,000 hectares of intact Amazon forest.

Clean water and energy

The nationalities that make up Alianza Ceibo have also 
implemented clean water projects for communities 
downstream of polluting oil fields and solar energy 
projects in communities without roads. Previously, they 
relied on the water from the rivers to drink, cook, wash, 
and bathe. But with the exploitation of resources, these 
rivers, streams, and other water sources have been severely 
polluted. Having access to clean water for families has 
become increasingly difficult, affecting people’s health.

As a result, the Alliance is working on the installation of 
rainwater harvesting systems. In each house, a system has 
been installed where families have clean water at their 
fingertips. Thus, diseases caused by the consumption of 
water from contaminated sources are avoided, improving 
the health of the communities. In 2018, Alianza Ceibo 
achieved access to clean water for all families of the four 
nationalities affected by oil pollution. Today, the focus is 

on implementing a water systems maintenance plan to 
ensure this vital, safe resource continues to be provided 
for many years.

Many communities do not have access to electricity. At the 
same time, oil companies offer electricity as a benefit that 
comes with the exploitation of their territories, creating 
unhealthy dependency relationships. In other cases, 
families must use gasoline-fueled electric generators 
to have electricity. However, these generators produce 
gases and noise that pollute the environment. This also 
creates a dependency on fuels that come from the cities. 
Communities realized that, using the sun’s energy, they 
could alleviate this need in a clean and sustainable way. 
Thus, they began to install solar panels with the Love 
for Life Foundation from Germany. Communities have 
participated in the implementation of 121 solar energy 
systems in 16 communities between 2017 and 2018.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Clean water and energy

 ■ To date, 1,164 rainwater collection systems have been installed, benefiting 6,182 people from 78 
communities.

 ■ A total of 121 solar energy systems have been installed in 16 communities. 

Women and traditional practices

Through its Women and Family Program, Alianza Ceibo 
creates opportunities for women to participate in intercultural 
exchanges that encourage dialogue among women to share 
the challenges, fears, and hopes of their lives, and then 
collectively build community projects that support the well-
being of their families. For the four nationalities, women are 
very important because of their close relationship with their 
children and with nature. Women are also among the most 
important sources of wisdom and knowledge, as well as a 
fundamental pillar for the family economy. 

One of the Program’s objectives is to support women in the 
development of skills to build successful micro-businesses 
in their communities that are economic alternatives to 
extractive industries. The women of the four nationalities 
meet and exchange their ancestral knowledge about the 
jungle, crafts, and traditional medicine. Those encounters 
are the source of ideas they are executing, dreams they are 
making come true in their communities, working together, 
and reconnecting with the balance between air, fire, water, 
earth, and women.

The grandparents of the four nationalities also play an 
important role in keeping their cultures alive. There is 

concern that young people are no longer learning what 
their grandparents know and are even forgetting the 
language. Knowledge of medicinal plants, clay work, 
the making of chambira hammocks, the manufacture 
of blowpipes, and many other things that define these 
peoples are also being lost.

To avoid this cultural loss, communities are working to form 
strong ties that contribute to transfer knowledge between 
the elderly and young people. Communities are seeking to 
revitalize their languages, strengthen Indigenous science, 
protect medicinal plants, and rescue ancestral traditions 
and ceremonies to ensure their own practices, memory, 
and wisdom can live on and not be lost. One successful 
initiative has been the training of young people in making 
video documentaries and in storytelling. Taking advantage 
of the opportunities offered by technology, young people 
have joined with grandparents to protect ancestral 
knowledge and share it with communities, telling the 
stories of their people and their struggles to the world, 
through videos, photography, and multimedia tools. In the 
long term, the goal is to develop a model of intercultural 
education for the next generation of Indigenous leaders.

KEY IMPACTS 

Women and traditional practices

 ■ Alianza Ceibo has provided support to three Women’s Associations (A’i Kofan, Siekopai, and Siona of 
Putumayo) that work in the planting and care of ancestral plants and in the development of their own 
handicrafts and food.

 ■ More than 35 videos have been produced by young people from Alianza Ceibo,  available at the following 
links: https://www.alianzaceibo.org/videos/ and https://www.amazonfrontlines.org/videos/.mi

https://www.alianzaceibo.org/videos/
https://www.amazonfrontlines.org/videos/
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POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

Alianza Ceibo’s work is influencing policy at local and national 
levels. For example, the work of territorial mapping and legal 
battle of the Waorani nationality, a member of Alianza Ceibo, 
to stop exploitation of oil in Block 22 of the Amazon led to the 
Constitutional Court of Ecuador’s 2020 decision to develop 
national-level jurisprudence to reinforce the application of 
consultation and Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC). 
This was especially focused on cases in which the rights of 
Indigenous peoples and nationalities may be violated. Thus, 
the efforts of the Waorani representatives set precedents for 
potential new cases.

This effort started in 2012, when the State carried out a 
consultation in 13 of the 21 Amazonian blocks it proposed 
to tender. These included Block 22, which includes the 
territory of 16 Waorani communities in Pastaza Province. 
According to the participants, the prior consultation 
activities carried out by the officials of the Hydrocarbons 
Secretariat consisted of brief one-hour meetings, in which 
excessively technical language was used and there was no 
adequate translation. They also report the oil extraction 
activities and their possible impacts were not presented 
in full, while the supposed benefits, such as job creation 
and greater access to services, were emphasized. The 
attendees claim that no space was left for traditional 
discussion and decision methods, nor were adequate 
plans made for members of distant communities to reach 
the consultation location.

Ecuadorian law establishes that non-renewable and 
subsoil resources are property of the State and can be 
exploited, even if they are in Indigenous territories or 
in protected areas. At the same time, the Constitution 
requires the State to implement mechanisms of prior, free, 
and informed consultation before carrying out any project 
impacting Indigenous territories. However, the legislation 
does not mention that the purpose of the consultation 
must be the consent of the affected communities, as 
established in international law.

In 2018, the Pastaza communities learned that when the 
authorities visited them in 2012, asking them to sign 
documents that looked like attendance records, they were 
conducting a consultation for the Block 22 tender. The 16 
communities, already involved in the process of territorial 
mapping, decided to meet and plan a common strategy of 
action and resistance. In 2019, the communities sued the 
Ministry of Energy and Non-Renewable Natural Resources 
(MERNNR by its acronym in Spanish) and the Ministry of 
Environment and Water (MAE by its acronym in Spanish) 
for not having respected their rights to prior consultation 
and self-determination, demanding the consultation 
be declared void. The legal action was carried out with 
the support of the legal team of the Amazon Frontlines 
organization and the Ecuadorian Ombudsman’s Office. 

The Pastaza Criminal Guarantees Court accepted the 
claim for 12 of the 16 claimant communities. The court’s 
2019 judgment recognized the violation of two rights: 
self-determination and prior consultation. In addition, 
the judgement established a new consultation must be 
conducted by the institutions.

While the MAE appealed, the Provincial Court of Justice of 
Pastaza confirmed the sentence of first court and denied 
the possibility of new appeals. In turn, the Provincial Court 
established the obligation for both ministries (MERNNR and 
MAE) to train their officials on issues of self-determination 
rights and prior consultation, and to investigate the 
officials in charge of the consultation process, determining 
responsibilities and possible sanctions. It also accepted 
the demand for inclusion of the four communities that had 
been excluded in the first sentence, recognizing that, for 
the Waorani people, the territory is unique and indivisible.

In both courts, the Waorani presented the interactive 
map they developed of their territory. This element was 
key to demonstrate to the judges the importance of the 
environment for Indigenous communities. The Judgment 
of the Court of Criminal Guarantees recognizes the process 
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“has made it possible to reveal the special relationship 
that the inhabitants of these communities have with the 
territory and how fundamental it is for their physical and 
cultural survival; thus ratifying that it is not simply a matter 
of land but of a territory, subject of rights, with which they 
interact in a permanent, integral, and organic manner; 
and that it is fundamental for the enjoyment of the other 
human rights that assist them.”

At the global level, consultation mechanisms with 
Indigenous peoples often tend to be inadequate and 
culturally inappropriate, reduced to formalities. Therefore, 
this case set an important precedent at the international 
level, providing a unique opportunity for the advancement 
of Indigenous autonomy, reinforcing that any consultation 
procedure should be aimed at obtaining true consent of 
the communities and should not be limited to a simple 
information process.

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, Alianza Ceibo’s efforts support the 
implementation of several multilateral agreements, 
including the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC), and the International Labour Organization’s 
(ILO) Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples. In addition, the Alliance’s work contributes to the 
achievement of numerous Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(2030 Agenda).

Related to the SDGs, Alianza Ceibo’s activities generally 
help achieve objectives related to life on land (SDG 15). 
Then, specifically, the territorial mapping program and the 
struggle to achieve Indigenous land titling contribute to 

reducing inequalities (SDG 10) and climate action (SDG 13). 
The environmental monitoring program also specifically 
supports  climate action (SDG 13), while the clean 
water and energy programs are aligned with reducing 
inequalities (SDG 10), in addition to the goals of clean 
water and sanitation (SDG 6) and affordable and clean 
energy (SDG 7). Finally, the programs aimed at women 
and traditional practices contribute to the achievement 
of quality education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), and 
responsible consumption and production (SDG 12).

These initiatives also support ILO Convention 169, which 
establishes the right to traditional property (articles 14 
and 16) and free, prior, and informed consent (articles 6, 
16, 27, and 28).

https://www.cbd.int
https://unfccc.int
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID,P12100_LANG_CODE:312314,en:NO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID,P12100_LANG_CODE:312314,en:NO
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=1000:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID,P12100_LANG_CODE:312314,en:NO
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

Alianza Ceibo’s water project was replicated in 2018 in 
Colombia and Peru, using the same rainwater collection 
system. In Colombia, the Alliance worked with the A´i Kofán 
and Siona nationalities. In the community of Santa Rosa 
de Sucumbíos of the A´i Kofán nationality of Ecuador, 24 
water systems were installed. In Putumayo, on the border 

between Colombia and Ecuador, in the communities of 
Puerto Silencio and Buenavista of the Siona nationality, 
30 water systems were installed. In Peru, work was carried 
out with the Siekopai nationality, and 10 systems were 
installed in the community of Puerto Estrella on the banks 
of the Lagartococha River.

Scalability

Although Alianza Ceibo’s initiatives have not been esca-
lated, the legal victory of the 16 Waorani communities 
of Pastaza is a historic achievement that set a precedent 
for both the Indigenous peoples of Ecuador and those of 
other countries related to the application of the rights of 
Indigenous peoples to consultation and Free, Prior, and 
Informed Consent (FPIC). The Waorani ancestral lands 
map produced by the communities was a key element 
throughout the process.

The Ecuadorian courts that ruled in favour of the Waorani 
nationality were able to make decisions informed by the 
map. This element allowed the courts to understand the 
territory and the importance of its integrity for the physical 
and cultural survival of the Indigenous communities that 
inhabit it, and, therefore, the relevance of conducting real 
and culturally appropriate consultation processes.

Just as the Waorani learned from other peoples, their 
experience can also serve to guide others, who will adapt 
knowledge gained to their cultures, as well as visions of 
the territory and how it should be governed. Therefore, 
the mapping processes and the maps produced will 
be unique for each of them. However, according to the 
Waorani leaders involved, the following lessons learned 

may be useful for other Indigenous communities facing 
similar situations:

 ■ Ensure the unity and full participation of all communi-
ties, before starting the process, so that each decision 
made is collective.

 ■ Form alliances and coordinate actions with other 
peoples and nationalities.

 ■ Take the time to consolidate unity and capabilities.

 ■ Involve all community members to ensure full cultural 
and territorial representation, along with a means 
to foster knowledge transfer and intergenerational 
dialogue.

 ■ Find the support of appropriate actors, whose attitude 
is respectful and collaborative.

 ■ Develop a governance system and initiatives for 
the protection of territory and culture, which are 
processes that must continue over time and be 
consolidated in the communities themselves and in 
the legislation recognized by the States.
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Sustainability 

The sustainability of Alianza Ceibo’s work is strong as a result of 
the communities’ determination to protect their home. As the 
Alliance declared in their message as winners of the Equator 
Prize 2020, the Amazon is at a point of no return. They stated:

“We are facing a dire moment, as Indigenous peoples 
and as a planet. As scientists affirm and Indigenous 
Peoples have been saying for years, the Amazon is 
at a tipping point. With it, goes any hope of rescuing 
Earth’s climate. For millennia, and to this day, our 
people have cared for and defended the forest. 
We have the greatest stake in its protection, as our 
physical and cultural survival depends on it, and we 
have proven to be its most effective guardians. And 
yet, of the shockingly small amount of resources that 
global philanthropy invests in the protection of our 
planet’s tropical forests, the vast majority is channeled 

to big conservation organizations and precious little 
to Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous Peoples are the 
ancestral owners of more than one quarter of the 
entire Amazon basin, and roughly 80% of the world’s 
biodiversity. We believe that resources should go 
to the people and communities on the frontlines of 
the battle to protect our planet’s tropical forests– to 
the Indigenous communities standing up in defence 
of their lands in the face of some of the mightiest 
interests on Earth . . . We write this in the hopes 
that NGOs, the philanthropy sector, and the global 
public will reflect on what it will really take to set our 
planet on a sustainable and wise course toward a 
future in which all of our children and grandchildren 
will thrive– and invest in the frontlines peoples and 
movements that can get us there.”

 FUTURE PLANS 
In the future, Alianza Ceibo will prepare a strategic plan to organize its activities. It will also continue to 
develop actions and programs that have already been successfully executed, including the establishment 
of legal precedents for Indigenous rights in the Constitutional Court of Ecuador, self-education, training for 
communicators, support for women’s associations, training for leaders, and titling of ancestral territories.

PARTNERS 
 ■ Amazon Frontlines: Allied organization that collabo-

rates with project implementation, fundraising, and 
communications.

 ■ Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon (CONFENIAE): Provides collabo-

ration in advocacy campaigns and legal cases.

 ■ Digital Democracy: Development of technologies for 
territorial mapping and assistance in the development 
of maps.
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