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Abstract 
Periódico Íntag is a bi-monthly newspaper which covers the rural cloud forest region of Íntag, Ecuador. 
The paper covers local and regional events and occurrences, as well as national and international news 
of note. Articles are often focused on environmental themes and popular protest. Within Íntag, mining 
has been a heated issue over the past 15 years. The paper has covered a number of protests, arrests and 
other events related to the efforts of several mining companies to enter the region, generally with a 
very anti-mining editorial position. This study focuses on a one-month period spent reporting for 
Periódico Íntag, during which time I conducted formal interviews with people about their experiences 
with mining in the region, attended a zonal and a county assembly to provide coverage for the paper, 
did research for sidebars and wrote three articles for publication.  
 
Resumen 
Periódico Íntag es un periódico que se edita seis veces por año y que se distribuye principalmente en la 
zona rural de bosque nublado de Íntag, Ecuador. El periódico reporta sobre eventos locales y regionales, 
además de noticias nacionales e internacionales significativas. Los artículos a menudo son enfocados en 
temas ambientales y de protesta popular. En Íntag, la minería ha sido un tema muy acalorado en los 15 
últimos años. El periódico ha publicado información sobre protestas, detenciones y otros eventos 
relacionados a los esfuerzos de varias empresas mineras a entrar en la región, generalmente con una 
posición editorial muy anti-minera. Este estudio se enfoca en un mes dedicado a reportar para el 
Periódico Íntag; durante este lapso, hice entrevistas formales con personas sobre sus experiencias con la 
minería en la región, asistí a una asamblea zonal y otra cantonal para escribir artículos sobre los eventos, 
hice investigaciones para recuadros y escribí tres artículosy para publicación. 
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Introduction 
 

The region of Íntag, located in the county of Cotacachi in the province of Imbabura, Ecuador, is a 

region known for its natural beauty. Many people from Íntag are small-scale farmers who raise cattle, 

while some have small tourism businesses or other small shops. Íntag has been a site of conflict over 

proposed mining in the past few decades, with mining supporters arguing that the industry will provide 

jobs and environmentalists arguing that the environmental and social damages don’t justify the short-

term economic benefits. There are strong opinions on both sides of the debate about the future of the 

region. In general, groups opposed to mining have supported ecological tourism as an alternative source 

of development. 

The primary and most well-known conflict is over the copper deposits located under the forest 

reserve in the community of Junín, in the parish1 of Garcia Moreno. Since 1995, two mining companies 

have entered the country with the goal of extracting the copper—first BishiMetals, a Japanese 

subsidiary of Mitsubishi, in 1995, and then Ascendent Copper, a Canadian Company, in 2002 (Ramírez 

and Zorilla). The two companies left the region primarily because they encountered resistance from the 

people of Íntag2. Now, the Chilean state copper company Codelco wants to enter the zone3, in spite of 

the fact that the majority of residents are strongly opposed to mining. The group Ecological Defense and 

Conservation of Íntag (DECOIN, in Spanish) has been the primary source of opposition to mining since its 

foundation in 1995, and continues opposing the plans of Codelco and other mining companies in the 

region. Although their efforts have been successful thus far, the conflict over mining has created 

divisions in communities in Íntag and within families. Among the people who support mining or have 

worked for mining companies, some feel excluded from the discourse and accuse DECOIN and other 

ecological groups of trying to misinform the people of Íntag (Benalcaza, Yanuch). 

Although the conflict in Junín is the best known, other communities in Íntag have had their own 

struggles against mining companies. In the parish of Selva Alegre, there are two quarries—one for 

                                                           
1
 The Íntag region consists of seven parishes in total—Apuela, Cuellaje, Garcia Moreno, Peñaherrera, Plaza 

Gutierrez, Selva Alegre, and Vacas Galindo. Each parish has at least one small town, usually with only one or two 
roads. The area is very rural and population centers are spread out. 
2
 “Resistance” meaning that the people burned down the BishiMetals mining camp after the government refused 

to listen to their concerns. The second time, a court ordered Ascendant Copper out after determining that the 
mining concession had been granted illegally, but not before the company hired paramilitaries to come in and start 
shooting at people who were blocking the road into their town. 
3
 The day after I left Íntag, the Ecuadorian government signed an agreement with Codelco to being exploratory 

work in El Paraíso, a community bordering the Íntag region. Many environmentalists were concerned that this 
would serve as a gateway into Junín. The government has also sent military into Junín, supposedly for “routine 
maintenance”. For the latest news on Codelco and Íntag, go to www.decoin.org (in English). 
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limestone operated by the French cement company LaFarge, and another for marble and limestone 

operated by Cecal, an Ecuadorian company. These mines have caused problems with dust and noise for 

communities located nearby (Vetancourt No. 67 y Sinner No. 70), especially the town of Barcelona, 

which has an ancestral pathway that passes through the quarry (Erazo). 

In addition to the mines within Íntag, there is also a gold mine in the neighboring zone of Los 

Manduriacos. The mine is located near the community of El Corazón and operated by the Ecuadorian 

company Agroindustrial SA. In contrast to Íntag, the opposition to mining in this region hasn’t been as 

strong. The mine is considered to be small-scale by government regulations, which means less than 300 

tons of rock are extracted every day. To date, according to company engineers (Estrella) and a resident 

of the zone (Yanuch), there have been no serious environmental problems caused by the operation of 

the mine, though this claim is disputed by environmentalists in the area. It’s possible that the gold mine 

could be an example for the region of Íntag, but the situation in El Corazón isn’t completely comparable 

to the proposed mining projects in Íntag, nor to the mines that already exist there. The main difference 

is that the gold mine in El Corazón is subterranean, not open pit like the proposed mine in Junín. 

However, El Corazón does have agreements with the mining company that could serve as a model in 

Íntag. The community receives a specified amount of money each month for community projects, and 

also has the right to take water samples below discharge sites from the mine to test for pollutants. 

Nevertheless, some ecologists have said that the mine is dumping cyanide and other waste products in 

the Rio Verde during the night (Zorilla), and that the water samples are not valid because they are taken 

during times when the mining company knows that there won’t be contamination (Perez). 

The annual Zonal and Cantonal Assemblies are examples of popular democracy which people 

from Íntag engage in discourse to help decide the future of their region. The Zonal Assembly of 2011 

was held in the community of El Chontal on November 11 for the fifth year in a row. Mining was a key 

subject, discussed in the general assembly as well as the environmental working group. The 16th 

Cantonal Assembly was held one week later, on November 19 and 20 in Cotacachi. Although mining 

wasn’t as important of a topic in this assembly, there was significant discussion over the best method of 

development for the county and the importance of environmental preservation, which included 

discussions about mines, food production, hydro energy projects and illegal logging. 
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Figure 1: Community members reading Periódico Íntag during the Cantonal Assembly in Cotacachi. 

Periódico Íntag was founded in 2000 by Mary Ellen Fieweger4, José Rivera and other residents of 

the region of Íntag. It’s published six times a year, with stories concerning events in the region and 

country, plus a few national and global stories of significance. The staff consists of five people who work 

as reporters, editors and help with other assorted tasks. The editorial position of the paper has been 

solidly against mining, which has provoked accusations from supporters of mining that the paper is 

misinforming the people of Íntag. Although the paper has employees, it also works frequently with 

volunteers, mostly from the United States and Germany. Since its foundation, it has published many 

articles about mining conflicts in the zone, including those in Junín, Barcelona, and Selva Alegre. 

However, the paper also tries to show good things happening in the region, such as the development of 

ecotourism, the community hydropower project HidroÍntag, and the creation of associations of coffee 

farmers and other small-scale enterprises. 

 

Methods 

 

I used four basic methods to compile information for my articles in the paper—formal interviews, 

informal interviews, the reading of previous articles in the paper, and observations of public events and 

mines.  

                                                           
4
 Mary Ellen is originally from the US, but has lived in Ecuador since the 1970s and in Íntag for over a decade. She 

speaks and writes fluent Spanish and has won various national awards for environmental journalism. 
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Formal interviews 

 

I spoke with leaders of various organizations and people with direct experience in mining, including the 

president of Ecological Defense and Conservation of Íntag (DECOIN, in Spanish), the president of the 

community of Barcelona, and employees and former employees of mining companies. The majority of 

my information about the mines in Selva Alegre and the zone of Los Manduriacos came from these 

interviews. As a source of information, this method worked well, but it had some disadvantages. 

Because almost all of my interviews were with people who were “important” in one way or another 

(leaders, activists, people with experience in the mining conflict, etc.), it was difficult to know how 

“normal” or “average” person living in Íntag felt about mining and other issues. Mining is a very heated 

topic, and because of this, almost all the people interviewed attacked or directly contradicted people 

who weren’t on the same side of the debate. Due to lack of time, it was impossible to check all the facts 

presented to me during interviews about what various people had done at a certain point in time. In 

several cases, two sources would present me with facts that were completely at odds with each other, 

which made discerning the truth difficult at times. 

  

Informal interviews 

 

To complement my formal interviews, I talked to a variety of people in a more informal manner about 

the experiences and beliefs. The majority of these conversations occurred during the two assemblies I 

went to. I also spoke informally with Mary Ellen Fieweger and the other members of the newspaper 

staff, and with the father of the family I was living with5. Though these interviews didn’t provide 

concrete data, they formed a base of information about the beliefs of the people of Íntag. 

  

Reading of previous articles 

 

The paper has articles about mining in almost every issue, the majority of which are updates about 

various conflicts between communities in Íntag and mining companies. During my first week in Íntag, I 

read all the articles about mining published in the paper over the last two years. I also read about 

previous assemblies (zonal and cantonal). When I was writing my articles, I read the relevant articles 

again to keep in mind the events that had already occurred in the communities I was writing about. 

                                                           
5
 My dad was the secretary for DECOIN and, like most people I talked to, solidly anti-mining. 
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Observations of assemblies and mines 

 

I went to the Fifth Zonal Assembly, located in the community of El Chontal on November 11, 2011, and 

to the 16th Cantonal Assambly, which occurred in the city of Cotacachi on the 19th and 20th of November, 

2011. I listened to all of the general talks and attended the environmental working groups, which 

discussed mining and other related topics, in order to learn what people’s opinions on these topics 

were. Although the majority of discussions had little to do with my final articles, the observations were 

an important source of general information about the opinions of communities in Íntag. 

 I also visited the quarry in Barcelona and the gold mine in Selva Alegre and made observations 

at both. These observations were very helpful for my final articles, because I had a firsthand source of 

information which I could use to evaluate claims made by interview subjects later. They also allowed me 

to take pictures, which enhanced the quality of my articles. 

 

 

Summary of written articles 

I wrote a total of three articles and two sidebars for the paper, all about mining, and helped with the 

completion of two more articles about the assemblies. The articles are included in the appendix; what 

follows is a summary of their contents. 

 

 Barcelona 

This article was about the problems the community of Barcelona has had with the mining 

company Cecal, which has been extracting marble and limestone from a quarry located near the town 

for over 30 years. The main source of conflict is the ancestral pathway, which passes through the quarry 

and is used by residents of Barcelona, creating a safety problem. The company throws rocks from above 

the pathway, which puts people walking in danger and can also block the path. There are provisions in 

the Ecuadorian Constitution and various national laws which prohibit the destruction of ancestral 

pathways, but the company continues with their extraction in spite of this.  
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Figure 2: A resident of Barcelona passes by the quarry on the ancestral pathway, which is partially 

blocked by rocks.  

 

Although technicians from the government who inspected the mine have stated that Cecal has 

to respect the pathway, the community only has this order in verbal, not written, form. The government 

has also asked Cecal to propose three alternatives to the existing ancestral pathway, although the 

community members of Barcelona don’t want to take another path. Currently, the company is 

constructing an alternative pathway that passes further below the existing one. Edgar Erazo, president 

of the community, said that the alternative isn’t any safer than the existing pathway, because rocks are 

falling from above and can still hit people. He also said that the problems Cecal has with the community 

are evidence of a lack of respect, on the part of the company, towards the community. 
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Figure 3: Edgar Erazo, president of the community of Barcelona, talks about the problems Cecal has 

caused while standing on his town’s ancestral pathway. 

  

LaFarge mine in Selva Alegre 

This was a sidebar written to accompany the longer article about the quarry in Barcelona. I only 

had the opportunity to talk to one activist against the quarry for a few minutes at the Zonal Assembly, 

and because of this, I didn’t have enough information to write a full-length article. The quarry has 

caused problems with dust, noise and pollution of the Quinde Rivers, which are dead because of the 

sediments produced by the quarry and processing plant. Because of these problems, the community of 

Selva Alegre close the mine in protest on January 24, 2011. According to Pedro Espinoza, activist and 

resident of Selva Alegre, there is currently a lawsuit pending against the activists who participated.  

 

The popular referendum 

 Because the majority of the articles I’d read in the paper were essentially anti-mining, I wanted 

to write something which focused more on the conflict and the concerns of people on both sides of the 

debate. The idea was to write something which kept in mind some of the legitimate concerns that pro-

mining people have raised. After my interview with Ciro Benalcazar, a former mining company 

employee, I spoke with Mary Ellen about this idea for the article. 
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The idea of having a referendum on mining in the Íntag region has been proposed by a variety of 

people. One of the resolutions that came out of the environmental working group in the Zonal Assembly 

stated that the region should carry out a referendum, but it didn’t include specific details, such as who 

would be responsible for the vote and when it would be held. Interestingly, a number of supporters of a 

referendum aren’t anti-mining, even though popular sentiment in Íntag is very against mining, and pro-

miners would presumably lose a democratic vote. Some pro-miners have supported the idea, mostly 

because they want to move forward and are tired of the conflict between ecologists and miners that has 

divided the region for many years. In theory, the referendum would only ask people whether they 

support mining or not, and would resolve the issue once and for all. But in practice, both pro and anti-

mining people have said that they can only respect the results if the referendum is done in a democratic 

manner, and, in the case of pro-miners, if the environmentalists propose alternatives for the 

development of the region. This means that it’s realistically impossible for Íntag to have a referendum 

which would satisfy everyone on both sides of the debate. If environmentalists win, pro-miners will 

likely claim the voting was controlled by DECOIN and other activist groups; if miners win, 

environmentalists will probably say that the results are invalid because the government conducted the 

vote and the government is very pro-mining. 

 

El Corazón 

 This article is the most incomplete, because I didn’t have the opportunity to interview ecologists 

from the zone of Los Manduriacos, nor to talk to average people in El Corazón about their opinions of 

the Agroindustrial SA gold mine. Because of this, other reporters for the paper may modify the article 

before publication if they’re able to find more evidence of environmental damages or environmental 

activism in the region. Nevertheless, this article also has the most concrete information about the 

operations of a mine, because I had the opportunity to see the mine and ask the engineer and chemist 

in charge of operations anything I wanted.  
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Figure 4: The entrance to the Agroindustrial SA gold mine in El Corazón. 

 
 

The El Corazón mine is an important source of work for the town, with approximately 100 local 

employees. According to the lead engineer for the mine, these jobs have reduced illegal logging in the 

area6, because before the company came in, almost everyone was logging illegally because there wasn’t 

any other work. The mine has operated for almost ten years and still has enough reserves to continue 

for at least another ten. 

To date, the engineer said that the mine hasn’t caused any spills of contaminated waters into 

the river. After being used to process gold, the waters from the mine are contaminated with cyanide and 

heavy metals, and also have a very basic pH. Because of this, water is processed, decontaminated (from 

approximately 200-400ppm cyanide to 0.2-3ppm, which is a dilution of more than 99%) and neutralized 

with hydrochloric acid (Estrella). After this processing, the water goes to waste pools, from which it can 

be recycled for re-use in the mine and plant, or further treated and released into the river. Water 

samples are taken frequently by the mine, and also by members of the community to see if there’s 

                                                           
6
 I later asked a friend from my study abroad program about this. He did his project on illegal logging in the area, 

and said that the more likely reason it’s been significantly reduced in the area surrounding the mine is because 
there simply isn’t any wood left to cut. 
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contamination. According to the company’s most recent results, the concentrations of cyanide and 

heavy metals are all below the legal levels for human drinking water7 (Estrella). 

 

 
Figure 5: Two of the nine waste pools by the El Corazón gold mine. 

 
 
Some local environmentalists tell a different story. They say that they’ve seen pollution in the 

Rio Verde, that fish have died, and that the mine is dumping cyanide and other wastes in the river during 

the night so that people can’t take samples (Zorilla). The ex-president of the community of Rio Verde 

took samples of water which were found to have high levels of pollutants. According to environmental 

activist Polivio Perez, the company always takes water samples when they haven’t been dumping for a 

few days, because they know that there won’t be pollutants in the water.  

It’s also possible that the mine will cause environmental problems at some point in the future. 

Currently, there are nine full waste pools for contaminated water, and one more under construction. All 

of them have geomembranes to prevent the release of toxic substances, but it’s well-documented that 

pools of this type full of mine waste frequently experience leaks and spills (Watkins). Additionally, many 

                                                           
7
 I did actually get to see the page of lab results from the mine and study it in detail, though I wasn’t allowed to 

take a copy out. When I told Mary Ellen about Estrella’s claims, she was skeptical, pointing out that if 
Agroindustrial SA had actually discovered a way to almost completely eliminate cyanide from wastewater, they 
wouldn’t be in the business of gold mining because they’d be getting rich selling that technology to everyone else. 
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mines have problems with leaks, especially acid mine drainage, after mining operations have stopped. 

Right now, it’s not possible to say with certainty if the gold mine in El Corazón is truly example of a 

responsible mining process, because so much depends on what happens after extraction ends. 

 

Codelco sidebar 

 The purpose of this sidebar was to accompany an article written by Carolina Carrión about the 

Chilean mining company Codelco’s efforts to enter the Íntag region. To demonstrate that mining can 

cause environmental damages in a variety of ways, I looked for examples in Chile where Codelco has 

been found responsible for causing pollution or other problems. I found a variety of cases, including the 

pollution of a school near a mine with heavy metals, and the loss of a significant quantity of water from 

a glacier. 

  

Collaboration on articles about the assemblies 
 

 
Figure 6: Alberto Anrango, the mayor of Cotacachi, speaks during the 16th Cantonal Assembly. 

 
For the 5th Zonal Assembly in El Chontal, I helped write an article which summarized the events 

of the day. The majority of this article was written by José Rivera, but I wrote the part about a group of 

Spanish researchers who did a study about development paths in Íntag—one based on mining and the 

other based on ecological tourism. For the 16th Cantonal Assembly in Cotacachi, I wrote a sidebar about 
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a land reform law proposed by Luis Anrango of FENOCIN (The National Confederation of Farmer, 

Indigenous and Black Organizations). 

 In both assemblies, mining was discussed, and both environmental working groups wrote 

resolutions rejecting mining in the region. Although there were people who supported mining in the 

assemblies, especially the zonal one, the vast majority of people were opposed to large-scale mining 

projects. 

 

Results and Discussion 

According to the interviews I did, it’s clear that mining is still a very heated topic in Íntag, 

although according to many people, the majority of residents are opposed to it. People from both sides 

of the debate said that their opponents really didn’t know what mining was (Quilumbango, Benalcazar, 

Yanuch). There’s a perception among pro-miners that environmentalists want to enrich themselves for 

their work against mining (Benalcazar). Some environmentalists believe that people who support mining 

are ignorant (Quilumbango) or only want jobs now and aren’t thinking about the future of the region. 

The pro-miners also believe that their voices are not being heard in public discussions, such as the 

assemblies. 

 Another point of controversy is the role that agreements between communities and mining 

companies play. According to José Yanuch, a resident of Los Manduriacos who supports mining, the 

problem is that the communities in Íntag “organized to defeat mining, but not to regulate mining”. In his 

opinion, the problems in Íntag can be attributed to a lack of willingness to work with mining companies. 

But the experiences that Barcelona has had suggest that good will isn’t sufficient in all cases—although 

there are agreements between the company and the community, Edgar Erazo says that the company 

“only complies halfway” with their obligations to the community. If nothing else, the history of mining in 

the world, as well as in Íntag, demonstrates that what a mining company says isn’t always complete 

true.  

Yanuch is correct in saying that it’s important that communities have authority over mining 

companies operating near them. Regarding the mine in El Corazón, he says, “To achieve a dignified 

mining, we assumed auditing and control of the mine.” Because of this, members of the community 

have the right to take water samples and inspect the mine when they want. This is important, but if 

environmentalists are right about Agroindustrial SA covertly dumping cyanide in the river, it’s clear that 

the right to take water samples isn’t sufficient. What’s lacking is a legal system which requires 

compliance with agreements and laws when communities have evidence that companies are not 
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complying. Currently, the majority of people affected by mining companies have no legal recourse and 

can hardly do anything to protect their rights. This is especially true in light of the persecution that 

activists trying to defend their constitutional rights have received from the Ecuadorian government8. The 

model of community agreements with mining companies works well when companies are doing 

everything legally. But if this isn’t the case, what can communities realistically do? 

 

 

Conclusions 

Although it seems like the majority of Íntag residents don’t support mining, the government of 

Ecuador heavily supports the development of the industry. President Rafael Correa has said that 

Ecuador can’t afford to be a beggar sitting on a pile of gold9, and the policies of the state have been to 

persecute activists who are opposed to extractive industries (Ramírez and Zorilla). In 2009, the Correa 

government revised the Mining Law, supposedly to give the government more control of the industry. 

The new law says that public figures and representatives of mining companies are both required to 

participate in discussions about mining policies, but doesn’t mandate the participation of 

representatives from communities affected by mining activities (Dosh 22). When he announced his 

support for the revisions, Correa stated that mining is the future of Ecuador, and further, that “the 

dilemma isn’t ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to mining, it’s well-developed mining” (Dosh 22). 

 The policies of the government pose the question: if the people of Íntag reject mining in a 

referendum, what will the government do? Although popular democracy can say that Íntag doesn’t want 

mining, it won’t matter at all if the state doesn’t want to listen. It’s possible that the region could be 

successful in their struggle against mining, especially because they’re actively constructing alternative 

sources of income. But in the end, to have a secure success, the Ecuadorian state will also have to think 

of another form of development.  

 

 

                                                           
8
 Rafael Correa was elected president of Ecuador in 2007 on a socialist, anti-neoliberal platform. Although he has 

achieved important social reforms, his government has also heavily cracked down on dissent, especially against 
mining and oil extraction. Blocking a road carries a minimum five-year sentence, and over 90% of people arrested 
on this charge are activists protesting extractive activities. 
9
 Correa’s pro-extraction stance is sadly common in Latin America, where many socialist and supposedly pro-

environment presidents find themselves relying on oil and other natural resources to fund their governments 
(other examples include Hugo Chavez in Venezuela and Evo Morales in Bolivia). As an example, the latest data 
from the US State Department says that oil revenues account for 50-60% of Ecuador’s export earnings, 30-40% of 
government income and 15-20% of total GDP. 
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Appendix: Articles written for Periódico ÍNTAG 

 

Barcelona and Cecal: still in conflict 

The problems between the community of Barcelona and the mining company Cecal continue, in 

spite of various efforts to repair relations between the two. According to community president Edgar 

Erazo, the company continues to throw rocks onto the ancestral pathway, causing danger for the people 

who use it for transportation. To learn more about the problems that the community has had with the 

mine, Periódico ÍNTAG spoke with Erazo on the 23rd of November. 

 

A history of problems in Barcelona 

The mining company Cecal has worked their quarry in Barcelona for more than 30 years, but 

according to Erazo, “They never legalized the extraction.” Because of this, in 2007, the community 

signed an agreement with the company, in which Cecal agreed to do various thing to improve relations 

with the community. But Erazo says that the company has never fulfilled all of their obligations; they 

only “half-comply” with the things they promise.  

On September 22, 2010, the Ministry of Non-Renewable Resources sent two technicians to 

Barcelona to inspect the quarry. The technicians cited Cecal for noncompliance with various regulations. 

They ordered the company to comply with “permanent maintenance of the communal pathway”, 

especially in the quarry area. Since this date, Erazo has sent two letters to the government asking them 

to make Cecal comply with this requirement. One of these letters was sent to Wilson Pastor, minister of 

Non-Renewable Resources on April 28, 2011, and the other to the Minister of the Environment on 

September 14, 2011. He never received any response. 

 

Illegal alternatives to the ancestral pathway 

Another requirement of the government is that Cecal propose three alternatives to the existing 

ancestral pathway. This requirement violates article 379 of the Ecuadorian constitution, which says that 

“the following are considered cultural heritage…and are objects of safeguarding of the 

State…pathways…which constitute milestones for the identity of peoples or that have historical, artistic, 

archeological, ethnographic or paleontological value”. Erazo said the ministry’s requirement made him 

afraid, because he was concerned that Cecal wouldn’t respect the existing pathway. In his letter to the 

Ministry of Non-Renewable Resources, he said, “The ministry ordered Cecal to present three 

alternatives. But, in the document, it doesn’t say that they will respect nor that they will maintain our 
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pathway indefinitely. Thus, the worry of the community is that, because there is nothing written, they 

are constructing this alternative pathway, they want to cut *our pathway+. We won’t allow this.” 

Currently, Cecal has proposed their alternatives, but Erazo said that they can’t be used by the 

community. He stated that “alternative one, which passes below, won’t improve the safety of 

commuters at all”. In fact, this pathway could worsen safety, because it passes below the quarry, but 

people on it would be less visible from above than they are on the existing trail. The second alternative 

is much longer and more distant, and the third is very winding, which doesn’t work well for people who 

already have to walk very far. In his letter to the Ministry of Non-Renewable Resources, Erazo wrote, 

“The community unanimously made the decision to reject the stated alternatives because they are not 

respecting what the Constitution of the Republic says”. Nevertheless, Cecal is currently constructing the 

first alternative, and has spent approximately $3000 to date. 

 

Lack of goodwill from Cecal 

 On April 14, 2011, Cecal hosted a lunch with the community of Barcelona, supposedly to 

improve relations between the two parties. During this lunch, the general manager of Cecal, Diego 

Calisto, spoke for more than an hour explaining the benefits that the quarry has brought the 

community10, According to Erazo, when he tried to speak and explain the problems that the community 

has had with Cecal, “Mr. Calisto, in spite of my protest, did not let me continue informing the people of 

[Barcelona], which demonstrates the lack of tact, the bad faith and the control they run this company 

with. This is not the way to repair community relations.” 

 Another point of contention is the fact that the company still has an open lawsuit against 

community members who participated in a closure of the mine in July 2010. Erazo doesn’t believe the 

company is going to do anything with the suit. “They have the suit open so that we don’t act,” he said. 

The demands of the community are simple: that Cecal respect the ancestral pathway, that they lift the 

lawsuit against members of the community and that the company stop causing division and respect its 

agreements. But Barcelona is still waiting for the government to do something to assure compliance.  

For Erazo, working with mining companies isn’t worth the effort. “Why do we have to accept 

that they cause damages for us?” he asked. “The environmental damages are irreparable. Our area is 

extremely agricultural. Mining companies come, extract and take out natural resources; they don’t share 

with the affected communities. The remediation, the mitigation, is small.” 
                                                           
10

 According to Erazo, there are essentially no benefits. When I asked him how many people from Barcleona 
worked in the quarry, he said there were only two. He also said that money for community projects never ends up 
actually getting spent on things to help the community. 
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LaFarge sidebar 

 
 There are also environmental and community damages caused by the company 

LaFarge in their limestone quarry located in the community of Selva Alegre. According to Pedro 

Espinoza, an activist against the mine, LaFarge spilled 18,000 liters of diesel in the river below the quarry 

in October 2011. Although the community has photos and videos of this spill, the government hasn’t 

done anything. Espinoza said, “In the Ministry of the Enrivonment, in the Ministry of Non-Renewable 

Resources, the corruption is impressive. Instead of being officials of the state, they’re more like officials 

or lawyers for LaFarge.” Because of a protest against the mine in January 2011, in which activists closed 

the processing plant, community members are considered terrorists by the company. Espinoza said that 

the benefits of the mine aren’t sufficient. “I want the Íntag region to wake up, become aware,” he said. 

“How are we going to permit a copper mine when they’re killing us with a non-metallic mine?”  

 

 

A referendum in Intag? 

 

It’s been more than fifteen years since mining began causing divisions in the communities of 

Íntag. Although the subject isn’t as heated as it has been in past years, there are still strong 

disagreements over the future of the region. Could a referendum resolve the mining conflict? This was 

the question asked in the 5th Zonal Assembly, when several residents asked the parish governments to 

hold a referendum to find out, once and for all, if the people of Íntag want a development based on 

mining or not. What would be the result of a referendum? And what do people think about this method 

of deciding their future? Periódico ÍNTAG investigates. 

 

Support from pro-miners 

Although it seems that the majority of Íntag residents would say no to mining in a referendum, 

some pro-miners are in agreement with the idea of holding a vote. Ciro Benalcazar, a former employee 

of Ascendant Copper who lives in Peñaherrera, said that he could support a referendum if it was done in 

a truly democratic manner and not under the influence of environmental groups. For him, the divisions 

between pro-miners and environmentalists are still a part of his life. He said that people believe 

“someone is a miner because they worked for a company one time”, and that this can harm community 
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relationships. He could support a referendum because he believes Íntag needs to move past these 

divisions. Even though it’s possible his side would lose, he said that “We have to respect the majority”. 

But he also stated that a referendum rejecting mining would have to propose alternatives and plans for 

the development of Íntag; that a referendum “isn’t just saying no”. 

  

Worry from environmentalists 

Various environmentalists in the region are confident that if there was a referendum, the people 

would reject mining in Íntag. Polivio Perez, an anti-mining activist, said that the referendum is also to 

demonstrate that there are other forms of development in Íntag. “It’s not that we don’t want mining, 

it’s that mining isn’t the sustenance or the salvation of Íntag,” he said. Silvia Quilumbango, president of 

Ecological Defense and Conservation of Intag (DECOIN, in Spanish) said that it’s important that the 

referendum consider all the citizens of the region. “They shouldn’t only ask those who are of voting age, 

because others, such as children, also have rights,” she said.  

Among the hopes of environmentalists, there are also uncertainties about whether the region 

could hold a truly democratic vote, without influence from the provisional or national government. 

Carlos Zorilla, executive director of DECOIN, stated that the referendum “could be positive as long as the 

rules of the game are fair for organizations and communities. But if the provisional government spends a 

lot of money to deceive people, it won’t be.”  

 

A referendum proposed 

The idea of a referendum was discussed in the 5th Zonal Assembly, both in the plenary session 

and the environmental working group. Explaining his support for the referendum, Joel Cabascango, a 

resident of Apuela, said, “The subject of mining is unfortunately still dormant. It’s been a subject which, 

for many years, has divided us in the region of Íntag: divided parishes, divided communities and it’s 

begun to divide families. I believe that this is very troubling, because if we talk about development in 

Íntag and Íntag isn’t united, no effort will be completed, nor planned, nor proposed.”  

For some Íntag residents, this is the point of a referendum. If there’s an agreement between the 

people of the region, it will be possible to focus on the future. For others, the idea is to make the voice 

of the people heard by mining companies. One woman attending the assembly said, in support of a 

referendum, “The mining companies show up with all the documents, everything very legal, but they 

have never consulted us as a people.” 
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One of the resolutions that came out of the environmental working group is that the region 

should “push for the completion of a referendum to ask the people if they want Íntag to be a territory 

free of mining or not”. But without specific requirements, such as a date to complete the vote by or the 

names of responsible parties, it’s uncertain whether it will actually occur.  

 

Fears of a vote 

 Another question is if the results of a vote will be respected by the national government of 

Ecuador. Looking at this question, the example of the community Victoria al Portete, located in the 

region of Quimsacocha, is interesting. On October 2, 2011, the community called for a referendum 

about a proposed gold, silver and copper mine operated by the Canadian company Iam Gold. In total, 

1005 people participated in the vote, of which 958 (92.38%) rejected the proposed mine. Various 

community leaders stated that this process is guaranteed in the Constitution of Ecuador, which says in 

article 57 that people have the right “to free prior informed consultation, within a reasonable period of 

time, on the plans and programs for prospecting, producing and marketing nonrenewable resources 

located on their lands and which could have an environmental or cultural impact on them11”. Although 

this right is guaranteed, the government is continuing with the mining project in Victoria del Portete and 

signed an agreement with the company on November 25. Thus, the question is if the government will 

respect the desires of Íntag residents about mining. Quilumbango said she doesn’t believe, personally, in 

the idea of a referendum. “The government is going to make the decision that they see as convenient, 

and they won’t respect any other,” she said. Democracy from below can be powerful, but sometimes it 

doesn’t work without approval from above.  

Sources: El Comercio, 3/10/11, “Una consulta para decidir sobre la minería”, 
http://www.elcomercio.com/pais/consulta-decidir-mineria_0_565143514.html, José Rivera y Rachel 
Alexander, ÍNTAG #74, págs. #1-3, “Más de 800 personas en la V Asamblea Zonal” 
 

 

                                                           
11

 At this point, you may be thinking that there are a ridiculous number of rights guaranteed in the Ecuadorian 
Constitution. Correa’s government wrote a new constitution in 2008, which says, among other things, that people 
have a right to food sovereignty, Ecuador is a country free from genetically modified organisms, you can’t 
discriminate against people based on sex, age, race, sexual orientation, or disability, nature has rights and no one 
can be illegal based on their immigration status. It’s a beautiful document, and thus completely impossible to 
follow. (How can you say people have the right to live free from pollution when your government gets over a third 
of its budget from oil sales?) It seems to me that by guaranteeing so much that’s impossible to actually do, the 
entire document gets watered down into something aspirational. The attitude seems to be: “Well, we obviously 
can’t literally respect the rights of nature, so I guess this right to protest thing is kind of more of a guideline than an 
actual law.” 

http://www.elcomercio.com/pais/consulta-decidir-mineria_0_565143514.html
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El Corazón: example of a responsible mine? 

 

“They’ve been mining for twelve years, a wonderful mine! There haven’t been any damages to any 

nature.” These are the words of José Yanuch, better known as el Gringo Pepe12, a resident of Magdalena 

in the region of Los Manduriacos. The mine he’s referring to us a gold and silver mine operated by 

Agroindustrial SA in the community of El Corazón. To find out if it’s really possible to run a mine without 

environmental damages, Periódico ÍNTAG visited the mine to see their operations. 

  

The mining process and environmental controls 

 Agroindustrial SA began mining gold in El Corazón in 2002. In total, approximately 100 people 

work in the mine, almost all from nearby communities. To date, the company has extracted about half 

the gold and silver reserves in the mine, which means operations will continue for about ten more years. 

But, according to Marco Estrella, the lead engineer and manager of the mine, it’s possible they’ll 

encounter more gold inside the mine, which would mean longer operations. 

 To remove the gold from the ore, the mine also has a processing plant. Between 110 and 120 

tons of rock come out of the mine every day, and for each ton processed, about three grams of gold are 

produced. Cyanide is used to remove the gold from the rock, so all the waste and water coming out of 

processing have to be treated to lower levels of cyanide and other contaminants. After these processes, 

the water and sands go to the waste pools. Most of the time, this water is recycled and re-used, but 

when the pools are too full, the water is processed more and released into the Rio Verde. 

 The idea of dumping mine wastewater into a river sounds awful for many environmentalists, but 

Estrella believes it’s possible to do this without causing harm. According to him, the company analyzes 

water samples every three months to see pollutant levels. They also take water samples when they 

suspect there’s a spill or leak, and every time they dump water in the river. According to the most recent 

test results, which measure levels of cyanide, mercury and more than fifteen other contaminants, all 

levels are below the government standards for drinking water. 

 

                                                           
12

 In a totally nonacademic note: El Gringo Pepe is the biggest character I have ever met. He’s over eighty, runs a 
small farm with a bunch of processing machines he invented, designed and built himself, has an auto repair shop 
and is currently writing five books. He’s originally Russian but has lived in Ecuador for most of his life. He talked to 
me for over two hours about mining while also telling me stories, such as the time two guys got in a knife fight and 
one of them cut open his intestines, and Gringo Pepe performed surgery that saved his life in spite of having no 
medical training or instruments of any kind. He was also adamant in his advice that an intelligent woman should 
never get married, which made me wonder what he thinks of his wife of 60 years (she’s a great cook). 
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A dignified mine? 

 Yanuch thinks that the El Corazón mine can be an example for the Íntag region. He spoke about 

community projects, such as the construction and maintenance of bridges and roads that the company 

has done. According to him, all these benefits are because people took control of the mining process. 

When the company first came to the zone, the community talked “front to front with the company. We 

were like this, conversing, relating.” They also signed accords with Agroindustrial SA. Estrella said that 

the community receives $5000 per year for community projects. 

As part of this process, the community has certain rights. Yanuch said, “To achieve a dignified 

mining, we assumed auditing and control of the mine.” This means that residents always have an open 

door to come to the mine and take water samples for their own testing. Estrella said that some 

environmentalists have done this, but haven’t shared their samples with the company. “They don’t say 

anything because the results are good for us; there’s no pollution,” he said. 

 Another environmental impact that the mine may have had is to reduce deforestation in the 

area. Illegal logging is a serious problem in the region, and there are still people removing wood in areas 

close to the mine. Nevertheless, Estrella said that before the mine existed, almost everyone cut wood 

illegally because there wasn’t any work. Now, the people working in the mine don’t need to do this.

 According to various environmentalists, Agroindustrial SA has been contaminating the Rio Verde 

for a long time and is lying to people with their water samples. Polivio Pérez, an anti-mining activist, 

said, “They talk about responsible mining, but there’s a clear environmental impact.” He said that below 

the point where the mine wastes run into the river, there are dead fish and that sometimes, the water 

comes out in bright colors. He accused the company of taking samples only when they know there won’t 

be contamination. Carlos Zorilla, the executive director of Ecological Defense and Conservation of Íntag 

(DECOIN, in Spanish) said that water samples taken by the communities of Rio Verde and Cielo Verde 

had high levels of cyanide and suspects that the mine is dumping cyanide in the river at night. “This is a 

strategy used frequently by mining companies—they dump everything at night when people can’t take 

samples. But there is contamination.” Estrella insisted that the mine takes samples every time wastes 

are dumped in the river and that they haven’t found high levels of cyanide or any other pollutants.

 Regardless, even if it were certain that the Agroindustrial SA mine wasn’t polluting much, it’s 

difficult to compare this mine with the others proposed in Íntag. The El Corazón mine is small scale and 



25 
 

entirely underground. An open pit mine which was much larger would have very different 

environmental impacts13. 

  

Problems in the future? 

On a global level the extraction of metals, especially gold, has created significant environmental 

problems. For example, the Western United States, which is mostly desert, has been the site of metal 

mining for a long time. Currently, there are more than 16,000 abandoned mines in the region which are 

causing water contamination problems. Of these, 30 are EPA Superfund sites and are considered among 

the most polluted sites in the country. The majority of these sites are contaminated by heave metals, 

such as mercury and arsenic. Some also have acid mine drainage caused by chemical reactions between 

waters in the mine and minerals in the rock. 

 Estrella said that after operations stop in the mine, it’s possible that the waste pool materials 

will be used to backfill the mine. It’s also possible the pools will simply be left as they are, open. In either 

case, there’s a risk of contamination without a permanent monitoring. If Yanuch and the other residents 

of the area want to keep their rivers free of pollution, they will have to continue their vigilance for many 

more years. 

  

Codelco sidebar 

The operations of Chilean mining company Codelco have caused significant environmental problems 

throughout Chile. For example: 

 In March 2011, a Codelco plant in Puchuncalví, Chile, poisoned more than 40 people due to a 

leak of hydrogen sulfide. The Chilean Ministry of Health also found high levels of copper and 

arsenic in the classrooms of Puchuncalví’s school from the operations of the plant. The school 

had to be closed due to the contamination. 

 Codelco’s mining activities in Los Bronces and División Andina have resulted in the loss of 21 

million cubic meters equivalent of ice from glaciers near the mines. Additionally, Codelco has 

dumped 14 million tons of waste rock on the glacier. 

                                                           
13

 Among the more ludicrous claims made by El Gringo Pepe was the claim that worrying about an open pit mine 
was silly because, in his words, “What is an open pit? It’s like a river. A river is open to the sky.” He also claimed 
that the mine didn’t use any cyanide in its operations, which is impossible (gold processing requires either cyanide, 
which is nasty, or mercury, which is worse). 



26 
 

 At the end of September 2011, Codelco spilled five thousand liters of concentrated copper in 

the River Blanco, a tributary of River Aconcagua. 

 Codelco’s Las Cascadas plant, in the Atacama region of Chile, was closed in the 1980s but is still 

considered a “time bomb”. An evaluation in 2008 identified dangers including the likelihood of 

accidents from falls; ingestion, inhalation or skin contact with dangerous residues; and falling 

rocks or other insecure elements on people. 

 In 2007, Codelco was reprimanded by the Superintendente of Sanitary Services of Chile for 
pollution of their operations in mines in Andina, El Teniente, El Salvador and Ventanas, which 
had higher levels of pollutants than permitted by Chilean law, violations which could result in 
millions of dollars in fines.  

Sources: conflictosmineros.net, Ministerio del Medio Ambiente de Chile (mma.gob.cl), El Ciudadano 
(http://www.elciudadano.cl/2011/03/10/33208/ninos-de-escuela-de-puchuncavi-son-afectados-por-
sustancias-toxicas/), Acción Ecológica. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.elciudadano.cl/2011/03/10/33208/ninos-de-escuela-de-puchuncavi-son-afectados-por-sustancias-toxicas/
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