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Abstract

The Forgotten Case of Esmeraldas: Perceptions of Contamination and
Collective Action in an Ecuadorian Refinery Town

Lindsey Tamar Engelman, M.A.; M.S.C.R.P.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2011

Supervisor: Bjorn I. Sletto
Co-Supervisor: Javier Auyero
Although much national and international attention has been given to the
disastrous effects of oil spills in indigenous, Amazonian communities, virtually nothing is
known about the effects of oil refinement, storage and shipping that takes place in the
urban, largely Afro-descendent communities of Esmeraldas. This work addresses the
near disregard of environmental suffering and injustice experienced by people in
Esmeraldas and provides an understanding of both their resistance and acquiescence to
the burdens created by the oil economy. I look at how these perspectives feed (and do not
feed) collective action to demand protections from the environmental harms of the
refinery and other industrial facilities in the area. In addition to exploring questions of
mobilization, my hope is that this work gives voice to the environmental suffering in the
city of Esmeraldas and that it adds to a growing body of work that considers the urban
environmental suffering in Latin America.
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List of Acronyms & Glossary of Terms
CO

Carbon monoxide, “colorless, odorless gas emitted from combustion
processes” and may “have harmful health effects by reducing oxygen delivery
to the body's organs (like the heart and brain) and tissues.” *

CODESA

Contrachapados de Esmeraldas S.A, the wood processing plant in Esmeraldas

HAPs

Hazardous air pollutants; are “pollutants that are known or suspected to cause
cancer or other serious health effects, such as reproductive effects or birth
defects, or adverse environmental effects.” EPA has classified 187 pollutants
as HAPs.**
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Oxygen dioxide; “is an active, life-sustaining component of the atmosphere;
making up 20.94% by volume or 23% by weight of the air we breathe. It is
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Particulate matter; it “is a complex mixture of extremely small particles and
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of adverse respiratory effects including bronchoconstriction and increased
asthma symptoms. These effects are particularly important for asthmatics at
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Sistema de Oleoducto Transecuatoriano, Transecuadorion Pipeline System

TEL

Tetraethyl lead; a gas additive prohibited in most countries by the 1990s due to
its harmful health impacts +++

x

TERPE

Terminal de Productos Elaborados, Processed Products Terminal. Terminal
Baloa is the terminal for oil piped through the OCP.

TPH

Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons; it is “a term used to describe a large family of
several hundred chemical compounds that originally come from crude oil,” but
is mostly made up of hydrocarbons. It is often measured in place of individual
chemicals because of the immense number of chemicals in oil.” ++++

VOCs

Volatile Organic Compounds; are gases emitted “from certain solids or
liquids” and include “a variety of chemicals” that may carry long or short-term
health effects, such as: “eye, nose, and throat irritation; headaches, loss of
coordination, nausea; damage to liver, kidney, and central nervous system” or
cancer. Key symptoms “include conjunctival irritation, nose and throat
discomfort, headache, allergic skin reaction, dyspnea, declines in serum
cholinesterase levels, nausea, emesis, epistaxis, fatigue, dizziness.” **

*

“Basic Information | AirTrends | Air & Radiation”, U.S. EPA, accessed November 26, 2011,
http://www.epa.gov/airtrends/sixpoll.html.
** “An Introduction to Indoor Air Quality,” U.S. EPA, accessed November 26, 2011,
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“Technologies Fuels,” U.S. EPA, accessed November 26, 2011,
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http://www.epa.gov/aboutepa/history/topics/perspect/lead.html
++++ “What are Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons (TPH)? | Urban Environmental Program in New England |
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Chapter 1: Esmeraldas Forgotten
The 2005 film, Between Midnight and the Rooster’s Crow, documents the
resistance to the construction of an oil pipeline in Ecuador that would span from the
Amazon in the east to the city of Esmeraldas on the western coast. The film begins by
showing the now infamous images of hidden oil dumps amongst the verdant Amazon
forests and continues down the length of the proposed oil pipeline, telling the stories of
families in Andean towns who fear displacement by the oil companies and of eco-lodge
owners turned activists in the cloud forests who fear the devastation a pipeline leak
would have on the ecosystem and subsequently their livelihoods. The film starts at the
export terminal in Lago Agrio in the Amazon and travels almost the entire length of the
pipeline’s route. But, it stops just outside of Esmeraldas, the terminal for the pipeline
and therefore the most logical endpoint for the film. Leaving Esmeraldas out of the
story the film tells, typifies the way in which Esmeraldas is left out of the images of
social-environmental conflict around oil in Ecuador.
Although much national and international attention has been given to the
disastrous effects of oil spills in indigenous, Amazonian communities,1 virtually
nothing is known about the effects of oil refinement, storage and shipping that takes
place in the urban, largely Afro-descendent communities of Esmeraldas (Widener
2009). This work is meant to address the near disregard of environmental suffering and
injustice experienced by people in Esmeraldas and provide an understanding of both
their resistance and acquiescence to the burdens the oil economy has created for them.
1 For instance, see, Romero, Simon and Clifford Krauss. “In Ecuador Resentment of Oil Company
Oozes.” New York Times, May 14, 2009, Global Business Section, Online Edition; Lertzman, David A.
and Harrie Vredenburg. “Indigenous Peoples, Resource Extraction and Sustainable Development: An
Ethical Approach” Journal of Business Ethics 56:3 (2005): 239-254.
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It documents the environmental suffering experienced by Esmeraldans that live closest
to the refinery in an area of town known as the Barrios del Sur2 and pays particularly
close attention to one neighborhood within it, 15 de Marzo. I look at how these
perspectives feed (and do not feed) collective action to demand protections from the
environmental harms of the refinery and other industrial facilities in the area. In
addition to exploring questions of mobilization, my hope is that this work gives voice to
the environmental suffering that has taken place there and adds to a growing body of
work that considers urban environmental suffering in Latin America.
*

*

*

The city of Esmeraldas is the principal port in northwest Ecuador, the terminal
for the Trans-Andean pipeline, and location of the country’s largest refinery. More
than half of oil refined in Ecuador is refined in Esmeraldas, and most of the country’s
oil exports are shipped from its ports (Caceido 1995). The fact that the city is central to
the country’s economy stands in stark contrast to the poverty and marginalization
experienced by the majority of its population. In the county (canton) where Esmeraldas
is located, 43.7% of the population is considered poor, 9.9% indigent, and 0.8%
severely indigent (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 36). Esmeraldans continue to face severe
unemployment, underemployment, insecurity and crime. Historically, the province of
Esmeraldas was home to the first communities of freed and escaped slaves, and by
2001 its population continued to be 40% of African descent, by far the highest of any
other province in the country (Tadeo et al 2007). Afro-Esmeraldans’ “extreme poverty
and marginalization relative to the rest of Ecuador, exacerbated by their minority status
as Afro-Ecuadorians,” (Widener 2009:9) has historically left them in a particularly
2 The term Barrios del Sur is at times used to refer to different expanses in the southern section of the
city. I use the term specifically to refer to the neighborhoods north of the Teone River and east of the
refinery, including 15 de Marzo, La Florida, Unidos Somos Mas, 24 de Mayo, and the Propicias.
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vulnerable position and serves as an important background for the way in which
outsiders, along with Esmeraldans themselves, perceive the city and its people
(Widener 2009; Walmsley 2004).
Esmeraldas was first integrated into the national economy through the banana
boom of the 1950s, but the abrupt decline of this industry created sharp increases in
poverty, unemployment, and population size. Consequently, the city welcomed the
locating of the refinery in the city when oil was struck in Ecuador. But the oil industry
did not bring the prosperity Esmeraldans had hoped for: Ecuador’s policies of
economic and political centralization have allowed the vast majority of oil profits to
stay in Quito, and the refinery has only provided a limited number of jobs to locals.
Instead of finding wealth, the city turned into an increasingly industrial city suffering
from serious issues of pollution and contamination. With the location of the refinery in
Esmeraldas came large-scale oil infrastructure, including a system of crude oil and gas
pipelines, oil storage tanks, and a port dedicated to the export of oil. Shortly after the
refinery was built, one of the country’s largest power plants, which runs off of the fuel
oil processed by the refinery, was constructed across the road. A wood processing
plant was also built in the same vicinity. While all of these facilities create
environmental burdens in Esmeraldas, very few of the processed products are used in
Esmeraldas, and little of the revenues they generate benefit the city (Cuero 1995;
Walmsley 2004).
The refinery, power plant and wood processing plant are all located in a
concentrated area in the south of the city. Some settlements had existed long before the
industrial facilities, but by the 1980s, large numbers of new informal settlements sprung
up around the new industrial center in an area of town now known as the Barrios del
Sur (GEO Esmeraldas 2006).

Surrounded by these industrial facilities, and carrying
3

the additional burden of inadequate sanitation infrastructure, the Barrios del Sur is a
“contaminated community” in every sense of the term (Edelstein 1988: 6). Residents
are exposed to multiple toxic threats and pollution sources on a daily basis. Smoke
pours out of the refinery stacks and the power plant behind the neighborhoods, and
sends clouds of smoke hovering above while frequent smells of gas and sulfur linger in
the background. Acid rain stains clothes hanging out to dry, and a river poisoned by oil
spills and domestic waste runs behind many household and serves as the primary water
source for many of the poorest households.

Like communities who suffer the

consequences of oil spills in the Amazon, residents of the Barrios del Sur must live
with the burdens of the oil industry operating in the backyards of their own
communities.
*

*

*

I first visited Esmeraldas in spring 2009, when I participated in a human rights
delegation as part of a University of Texas Rapoport Human Rights Center class that
studied issues of Afro-Ecuadorian land rights and the national Afro-Ecuadorian
movement. During the delegation, we learned about various environmental threats that
threatened to displace Afro-Esmeraldans from their lands, including large-scale shrimp
farms, industrial logging, and the growing oil palm industry. When we visited the
province, we were based out of Esmeraldas City. The stacks of the refinery looming in
the background of neighborhoods with unpaved streets and the shipper tanks stationed
about a mile off the coast brought the heavy presence of the oil industry to my
attention. Even though the focus of the trip was on rural land issues, I was surprised at
how little environmental justice issues taking place in the city itself were discussed.
This sparked my interest in understanding the experiences of contamination in the city
4

of Esmeraldas and how it fit into the overall agenda of the national Afro-Ecuadorian
movement and the country’s environmental politics.
I received the opportunity to follow up on these curiosities through the LLILAS
Environmental Suffering grant offered in the summer of 2010. Under the supervision
of Professor Javier Auyero, this grant was to conduct comparative ethnographic
research on several of the theories presented in his book, Flammable, regarding “toxic
uncertainty” in various urban neighborhoods which could be classified as
“contaminated communities” throughout Latin America. (Other graduate students
carried out work in Argentina, Dominican Republic and Peru). In Flammable (Auyero
and Swistun 2009), the authors argue that because contamination works slowly, the
passage of time and the daily routines of life combined with the conflicting messages
about the meaning and sources of contamination from powerful outside actors (e.g. the
state, doctors, lawyers, and media) cause residents to be “uncertain” about the sources
and effects of contamination that surrounds them. This uncertainty leads to “waiting”
for these same powerful actors to help them instead of engaging in collective action to
demand that issues of contamination be addressed. While my findings were different
than those presented in Flammable, the concepts presented in their work are weaved
throughout my own as my original research questions and mission required me to
grapple with its theories.
My experiences on my first trip to Ecuador led to me inquire how Esmeraldan
environmental justice claims may relate to the larger Afro-Ecuadorian movement. How
has the Afro-Ecuadorian movement taken up the environmental grievances of
Esmeraldan residents? I quickly discovered that few connections were made between
the two. In fact, I only once heard the refinery articulated as one of the major threats
for Afro-Ecuadorians during my research, and the concern derived primarily out of the
5

threat of a Fukashima-like disaster rather than the concern for the slower effects of
contamination. The statement was made by Jhon Anton, a prominent scholar and
advocate for Afro-Ecuadorian rights, at a session on the direction of the AfroEcuadorian movement at an academic conference at FLACSO-Ecuador (a local
university). Throughout my research, I have continued to be surprised at the lack of
attention that has been paid to this Esmeraldan city and to environmental justice and
health issues relating to urban, Afro-Ecuadorians more generally. While numerous
studies have been conducted on Afro-Esmeraldan culture (see for instance, Norman
Whitten 1970 and 1986) and on the environmental degradation and pressures
experienced in rural parts of the province (see for instance Hazelwood 2009; Minda
2002), scant attention has been paid to environmental suffering within the city itself.34
METHODOLOGY
My field research took place in two phases. In the first phase, I conducted
ethnographic research in Esmeraldas from June 15, 2010 to August 4, 2010 to uncover
the perceptions of health risks created by industrial activity in the city and local
responses to perceived contamination and risk.

My fieldwork focused on the

neighborhoods located in the Barrios del Sur, which is the most industrialized portion
of the town characterized by informal settlements, and was primarily focused on one
neighborhood, 15 de Marzo. I would begin most of my days of observations and
interviews at the neighborhood pre-school, where my main informant worked, and I
3 Due to migration out of rural areas in Esmeraldas and Valle de Chota (the other historically Afrodescendent region in Ecuador), at least half of the Afro-Ecuadorian population lives in urban areas
(Wamsley 2004).
4 There are many reasons for the structuring of the Afro-Ecuadorian movement and its focus upon
certain issues and not others, especially the extreme and rapid loss of land that Afro-descendants have
fought so hard to protect; this is by no means meant as a critique on the movement. However, it does
underscore the lack of attention to the environmental justice issues that urban Esmeraldans face on a
national level.
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would conclude my work and leave the neighborhood before sunset. Because of
potential safety concerns, both my informant and I felt it was not advisable for me to
travel through the city by myself at night.

This meant that the majority of my

observations took place during the day.
In total, I conducted thirteen open-ended interviews with people who lived
and/or worked in the Barrios del Sur. While I did not always ask the same questions or
ask them in the same order, I attempted to cover the same themes in each resident
interview. I started each interview asking about the history of the neighborhood and/or
the interviewee’s personal history within it. I then asked about the general problems or
challenges the neighborhood faced, leaving this question open-ended to see whether
people would bring up environmental or related health issues on their own. If the
interviewee did not talk about environmental and health issues from these initial
questions, I would then ask them directly about these topics. The reason for this line of
questioning was to get a better understanding of when and how environmental and
health concerns arose as a regular worry of residents. Other general themes of these
interviews included how they thought environmental and public health issues should be
solved and who was responsible for creating and addressing environmental and public
health issues. I also asked questions about individuals’ participation in collective
efforts to challenge pollution, if they had been identified as someone who had
participated in such activities or if they revealed so in the interview.
Additionally, I conducted two interviews with residents in neighborhoods
outside of the Barrios del Sur that faced their own challenges with environmental
contamination. I was also taken on “tours” of these neighborhoods by residents. One
neighborhood is located along the banks of Esmeraldas River, an area considered to
have high rates of crime and plagued by contamination created through the
7

accumulation of trash and sewage in the river that runs along the edge of the
neighborhood. The other tour was in a neighborhood along the road to Atacames, the
newest area of growth in the city, which is lacks basic public works, most significantly
a sewer system and piped water.

These interviews illuminated the far reach of

environmental and public health concerns throughout the city.
During this first research phase in summer 2010, I also conducted several
interviews with city officials, including the Director of Environmental Management,
Director of Planning, and Director of Community Development, as well as
representatives of the Refinería Estatal de Esmeraldas (REE) and Termoselectricas
Esmeraldas. In addition, I was given a tour of the Termoselectricas facilities and of
their community projects in the Barrios del Sur. I also attended six neighborhood
and/or organizing meetings with members of 15 de Marzo, as well as attending
workshops on Afro-Ecuadorian rights. Finally, I met with Acción Ecológica, a radical
environmental NGO in Quito that had previously worked in Esmeraldas City, and
professors at the FLACSO-Ecuador campus before beginning research in Esmeraldas.
In total, I conducted 27 interviews during the summer of 2010.
The second phase of fieldwork took place in June of 2011. My main objective
was to understand the reasons for the near absence of environmental NGOs working in
Esmeraldas, despite its centrality in the nation’s oil activities, which is one of the
primary environmental concerns in the country and an issue often discussed and written
about in relation to social-environmental conflicts in the Amazon. My hypothesis was
that NGOs neglected issues in Esmeraldas because the population was majority Afrodescendent. This hypothesis was rooted in a theoretical perspective of environmental
racism and injustice. However, the issues that the interviews brought up proved to be
even more complicated than I first imagined and required an understanding of
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environmental politics and processes in Ecuador beyond my capabilities and beyond the
pertinence of this thesis. As such, much of this research has been left out or placed in
the reflections for future work that can be found in the last chapter.
I conducted nine semi-structured interviews during this second phase of my
research in 2010, with representatives from leading environmental NGOs based in
Quito that carry out work on a national level. The NGOs interviewed included Acción
Ecológica, Centro Ecuatoriano de Derecho Ambiental (CEDA), Corporación Gestión y
Derecho Ambiental (ECOLEX), Altropico, Ecociencia, and Coordinadora Ecuatoriana
de organizaciones para la Defensa de la Naturaleza y el Medio Ambiente
(CEDENMA).

Interviewees were questioned in regards to the goals of their

organization, the challenges of conducting environmental work in Ecuador or specific
challenges their organization faced, the specific work their organization does in
Esmeraldas, what they knew about environmental issues in Esmeraldas, and/or why
Esmeraldas is not a common subject of their organization or environmental groups
more generally. Because the lack of focus on urban environmental issues arose as a
theme in these interviews, I also included questions to understand why environmental
work is almost exclusively focused on rural issues, even when dealing with what is
commonly referred to in Ecuador as social-environmental conflicts.
In this second phase of research, I also conducted an interview with a key figure
in the Afro-Ecuadorian rights movement and spoke with several professors at the
university FLACSO-Ecuador who were familiar with Esmeraldas and/or socialenvironmental oil conflicts in Ecuador. I spent many hours collecting documents about
Esmeraldas in several universities libraries and the environmental auditor’s office. The
fact that this task was more easily accomplished in Quito than in Esmeraldas
demonstrates the limited and unequal access Esmeraldans have to environmental
9

information.

Although not directly part of my research process, an Austin based

internship that does environmental work in Ecuador put me in touch with some of the
environmental NGOs in Quito.
In addition, I returned to Esmeraldas for one week during this second research
stint. I did not conduct any formal interviews during this trip, but I did reconnect with
key contacts in 15 de Marzo. This was an invaluable experience because, with the
greater trust that returning brought me, Wendy (my main informant) invited me to stay
in her home and for the first time I gained access into the neighborhood at night. This
provided a deeper insight into the culture of the neighborhood and taught me important
lessons about how to effectively engage in ethnographic work in the future.
Additionally, in both phases of research, I reviewed local newspapers,
especially La Hora, to see to what extent, if at all, environmental contamination is
identified as a concern or social problem and what actions are taken to address it. In
particular, I reviewed the La Hora Esmeraldas newspaper online from the years 20022011, the years for which archived newspapers are online, to gather historical data on
mobilizations and collective action against contamination and other industrial threats. I
also collected resources from government agencies, attempting to locate studies related
to health and the environment in Esmeraldas. This tedious and often unfruitful process
is indicative of the burdens and impediments placed on Esmeraldans to address
environmental and health issues.
LIMITATIONS & CHALLENGES OF RESEARCH
Several limitations to this study must be considered. First, my research was
carried out through a “snowball sampling” approach (Weiss 1994:25). In other words,
my first contacts in the Barrios del Sur provided me with other contacts and interviews,
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and thus ultimately controlled what part of the neighborhoods I observed and the people
with whom I interacted. This may have produced several biases in my research. For
one, my first contacts (including my main informant, Wendy) were with people known
for being active in environmental struggles in the past. This may have lead me to speak
with people who were more aware about environmental issues, thereby giving me a
skewed view of the prevalence of environmental issues in the thoughts of Esmeraldans
and their belief in solving them through collective action. Additionally, Wendy is a
teacher who lives and works in the neighborhood. The fact that she is highly connected
with other teachers gave me greater accessibility to teachers and other school
administrators, and this produced an overrepresentation of teachers in my interviews.
Finally, most of my research subjects did not represent either the wealthiest or poorest
people within the Barrios del Sur. I did not spend time in nor conduct interviews with
people from the neighborhood within the sector that is considered to be wealthy; I also
never interviewed anyone so poor as to have to bathe and wash their clothes in the
highly contaminated rivers. A final group that was not represented in this study is
refinery workers. Due to access and time constraints, I did not interview any refinery
workers.
Also, because the focus of my thesis is on environmental contamination in
Esmeraldas, I do not engage specifically and extensively with issues of race.

The

majority of Esmeraldas is of African descent and even though it is increasingly mixed,
Afro-Ecuadorians experience extreme marginalization and have been considered the
“ultimate other” in Ecuador (Walsh and Garcia 2002). Moreover, assumptions have
been made about the capacity for Afro-Ecuadorians to mobilize based on their race.
Compared to indigenous people who have a strong, recent history of mobilizations,
especially against oil issues, Afro-Ecuadorians have at times been viewed as less
11

organized, less willing or less capable of engaging in effective social protest activity – a
comparison rightly viewed as unfair by Afro-Ecuadorian scholars and activists
(Widener 2009; Walsh an Garcia 2002; presentation by Marcela Nazareno at LASA V
Encuentro de la Sección de Estudios Ecuatorianos de LASA). Racist perspectives and
exclusionary practices of outsiders likely affect the ability for Afro-Ecuadorians to
collaborate and receive support from outside NGOs and government offices (Halpern
and Twine 2000; interviews). This may additionally influence Esmeraldans’ desire or
optimism in seeking alliances outside of the city. On the other hand, many AfroEsmeraldans often view their history and current world orientation as one of rebellion
and resistance (Walmsley 2004). Accordingly, race likely contributes to the social
oppression of Esmeraldans that allows the environmental harms to go unnoticed and
also influences the ways Esmeraldans engage in social protest activity. While I do
reflect on some of these issues in my final discussion, there is no thorough treatment of
race in this thesis. This is simply due to the limitations that time put on this study, and
also a belief that there is more to be said about Esmeraldas than race and culture alone–
the most common topics of study in the region (see for instance Whitten 1970 and
1986, Walmsley 2004).
In his seminal work on ethnographic practice, anthropologist Clifford Geertz
(1983) implores ethnographers to use “thick description” in order to describe what is
going on in a situation that is otherwise foreign or unknowable to the reader, to “reduce
the puzzlement” of other places or people, to “sort winks from twitches” (16). While in
the following pages I attempt to explain the perceptions and actions of Esmeraldans, I
have only scratched the surface of what those perceptions are and mean. A few months
of a fresh ethnographer doing fieldwork in a country and a language that is not her own
can barely begin to unravel the profound complexities of life in Esmeraldas, the many
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ways that people cope with contamination in their daily lives, and the innumerable
factors that may contribute to reasons for participating or abstaining from participation
in collective action against contamination in Esmeraldan neighborhoods.

The

difficulties in understanding these issues and conducting ethnographic field work were
exacerbated by the fact that scant social protest activity occurred during my timelimited fieldwork, and that in large part I was trying to get at what people may not
know, may not talk about, and what people may not do (Auyero & Swistun 2009). I
have been humbled by the time and skill necessary to conduct in-depth ethnographic
work, and hope I have laid the groundwork for others to continue this line of inquiry.
Throughout the process of researching and writing this thesis, I struggled with
my role as a scholar, rather than as an advocate or practitioner, especially because of
my prior experiences in Latin America, including Esmeraldas, as a human rights
advocate and my personal commitment to environmental and social justice issues. I
have particularly felt uncomfortable with producing a work that is aimed at an
academic audience, rather than as primarily an advocacy document for those who are
affected by the issues at subject in this thesis.

This discomfort at times created

additional mental hurdles when I needed to ask people to give me, sometimes multiple
times, their time and knowledge. This unease was intensified throughout interviews or
casual conversations when people repeatedly expressed frustration regarding past
interviews or studies in which they participated because they never heard from the
researcher again. While I am committed to providing a translated work to those who
helped me with this research, I know it does not provide the answers or the
informational tools that many residents hoped to be provided.
Many of these issues that I have grappled with while engaging in this work were
heavily influenced by my time spent as a human rights accompanier in Guatemala
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before entering graduate school. It was a role in which I became in many ways a
participant-observer of the daily struggles of a pueblito that was ravaged by genocide
only to be later, during my time there, threatened by the prospect of once again being
displaced through a new interest in oil exploration within the town. This time
influenced my thinking and my engagement with thesis work not only because it
offered me a glimpse into the lifestyle of an ethnographer, but also because it engrained
in me the need to think critically (and suspiciously) about the role of an outsider,
especially from the U.S., to question academics who present themselves as experts of
places and people who are not their own, and, quite simply, not to take for granted that
good intentions always lead to positive outcomes. Much like Nancy Scheper-Hughes
(1995) depicts young ethnographers in her thoughtful work, The Primacy of the Ethical,
I have often battled with my feelings that ethnographic research of suffering in
Esmeraldas is somehow another colonizing act of a northerner’s exploitation of the
poor and marginalized in the developing world, and that it is “kind of invasive…a
hostile act that reduces our ‘subjects’ to mere ‘objects’ of our discriminating,
incriminating, scientific gaze,” (417).
Scheper-Hughes believes otherwise. She argues that when done the right way,
despite its flaws and biases, ethnographers can instead:
“...do the best we can with the limited resources we have at hand: our ability to
listen and to observe carefully and with empathy and compassion….Seeing,
listening, touching, recording can be, if done with care and sensitivity, acts of
solidarity. Above all, they are the work of recognition. Not to look, not to
touch, not to record can be the hostile act, an act of indifference and of turning
away,” (1995: 417-8).
Admittedly, I am still unraveling these ideas and I struggle with these same
thoughts even as I am sitting down to write the final pages of this text. While I know
my time in the field was less in the “active voice” as the “militant” ethnography that
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Scheper-Hughes calls for, I hope at least that it has been an act of witnessing and
solidarity more similar to my role as a human rights observer in Guatemala, rather than
mere “spectatorship” of suffering for academic ends, and that the pages to follow bring
to the fore the very real burdens of living in a “contaminated community” - a suffering
all too common for poor and marginalized people throughout the world.
*

*

*

This thesis seeks to untangle the meaning that residents of Barrios del Sur,
especially the 15 de Marzo neighborhood within it, give to the pollution which they live
with and the health effects it creates in order to understand if, how, and why residents
undertake collective action to mitigate environmental harms. Analyzing how residents
understand and experience contamination is a first step to understanding if and why (or
why not) they engage in collective action to stop it, despite the visible and obvious
forms of contamination that exist in the Barrios del Sur, “the ‘facts’ of toxic disaster are
often unclear, making the ‘perception’ of the disaster central to its subsequent effects”
(Edelstein 1988: 6). In other words, residents may perceive and interpret toxic threats
differently. While some studies have found that the interpretation of toxic threats have
been interpreted as environmental justice issues and spawned activism to challenge it
(see for example Brown 1992; Coburn 2003; Wright 2005), other studies have found
that common misperceptions and confusion regarding toxic sources have led to
residents’ inaction (Auyero and Swistun 2009). This study has sought to find where
Esmeraldans lie along that continuum.
In short, my research has found that Esmeraldan residents are keenly aware of
the pollution that surrounds them and regularly attribute various health problems and
the overall declining health in their communities to the years living with industrial
pollution, especially that produced by the refinery. Throughout the history of the
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Barrios del Sur, residents have engaged in collective action and social protest activity to
address the problems of contamination in their communities. Unfortunately, most of
their attempts have met little success. While at times residents are able to secure
material benefits for their communities, they have been largely unable to secure
pollution controls in the industrial facilities around them. The lack of success is due to
a number of issues, including the lack of national connections and support that are
needed to help solve complex issues of pollution controls. In the end, while residents
are not confused and unsure about the contamination’s effects on their health and
wellbeing, they have not become the “citizen experts” that are able to successfully take
on polluters or government agencies that fail to protect them. Rather, they periodically
engage in various forms of (contentious) collective action that only provide small gains
for residents and do not address overall concerns of contamination.
Finally, I hope to bring urban, environmental issues in the city of Esmeraldas to
the fore. In the first full-length ethnography carried out in the city of Esmeraldas, Emily
Walmsley (2004) highlights the lack of historical research on the city of Esmeraldas
and calls attention to the continued focus on rural Afro-Ecuadorian identities. Her
dissertation sought to change this pattern by providing an in depth look at how people
living within the city of Esmeraldas perceive, experience, and physically embody race.
Similarly, it has been my hope to bring a focus on the experiences and perceptions of
contamination in the city of Esmeraldas and how residents respond to and challenge
these forms of contamination. More broadly, I wish to bring the conditions of urban,
highly Afro-descendent cities into the discussion surrounding oil conflicts in Ecuador.
*

*

*

Chapter Two provides a brief history of Esmeraldas, placing close attention to
how it has been connected to the national economy through the banana and oil booms
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and how this has affected the population and growth of the city. It also explores the
growth of the Barrios del Sur. Chapter Three provides an overview of the sources of
contamination in the city, both industrial and domestic, and presents some of the
findings from the scarce environmental and epidemiological studies that exist. Chapter
Four delves into the heart of the study and explores the perceptions and “local
knowledge” that residents hold in regards to contamination. In doing so, it is my hope
to give voice to the environmental suffering experienced by residents of the Barrios del
Sur in addition to exploring motives for collective action. Chapter Five provides a
survey of the history of mobilizations around environmental issues in Esmeraldas and
shows that while mobilizations do occur, they are episodic and short-lived and rarely
result in outcomes that fundamentally address issues of industrial contamination.
Chapter Six theorizes the reasons for the lack of success in mobilizations in Esmeraldas
and argues that there needs to be a “synergy of actors” (Evans 2002) to address the
complex issues of environmental contamination in Esmeraldas.
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Chapter 2: The History of Esmeraldas
The drive from Quito to Esmeraldas is beautiful and green, stretching for
hundreds of miles of cloud rainforests and verdant forests. But, arriving in the south
side of the city the green scenery is suddenly broken by billowing smoke rising from a
large stack of the power plant, painted in large red and white stripes, looming over the
horizon. A series of stacks and chimneys of the refinery stick out just behind it, each
emptying different shades of steam, fire, and smoke, from grey to black. Driving
further along the main road, you can peer out onto the dusty, unpaved streets of the
neighborhoods that butt up against it. Smoke can be seen rising from behind the houses
and the spaces between the ends of each street.
As the bus enters the city and drives through a large roundabout, cars and buses
race past one another while suddenly stopping to let passengers on and off. People
precariously dodge the zooming traffic to navigate to adjacent neighborhoods, the bus
terminal, and the commercial centers that have all sprung up in recent years. The bus
then pulls into the station, also built just in the last few years. (Though not visible from
most vantage points, CODESA, a wood processing plant, lies just behind the terminal.)
Once there, you have basically arrived at 15 de Marzo, which is located at the edge of
the precarious roundabout where the Vía Refinería and the Vía Basurero meet. From
the bus station, you can bypass the precarious roundabout by crossing the Vía Basurero,
a road named after the open landfill located just up the road, to reach 15 de Marzo. The
main entrance to the neighborhood is on the side of the Vía Refinería, which is named
for the refinery just down the road and often lined with oil trucks parked along the side
of the road.
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Figure 2.1: View of refinery from slopes of 15 de Marzo
Several days a week, a small market crowds the side of the Vía Refinería and
extends into the first, few blocks of the dusty roads leading into the neighborhood. The
roads are of clay and dirt with deep ruts, evidence of cars making their way through the
neighborhood when hard rains turn the streets to mud. Houses are in various stages of
construction; some are painted, others not. The neighborhood is flat, except for a steep
hill on the side of the neighborhood furthest from the refinery, where precariously built
houses are at risk in any hard rain. Small bits of litter gather at the edges of the road,
and on some corners of the neighborhood larger piles of trash accumulate when there
are irregularities in garbage service.
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The neighborhood schools – a pre-kindergarten, elementary, and high school are located in the center of the neighborhood. Throughout most of the day, people can
be found walking to and from the schools or running various errands, and taxis and
buses crawl through the neighborhood. Just across the street from the elementary
school, there is a community center painted in white and blue with the words
“financiado por Petroecuador” [paid for by Petroecuador] around the oil company’s
emblem. Neighborhood meetings are held in this center and, in the weeks leading up to
the city’s 5 de Agosto celebrations, dance practices and other community activities take
place in preparation for the city’s largest celebration. At night, street life becomes
livelier and residents and friends can be seen sitting on the front porches and in the
windows of houses.

Figure 2.2: Lookout over 15 de Marzo from hills.
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The houses and trees hide the stacks of the refinery and power plant from most
vantage points. Besides the intermittent smells of gas, the cloud of smoke that is
generally hovering over the neighborhood is often forgotten, and life continues in these
busy streets. Yet, the industrial complex is always a presence in the background.
*

*

*

This bustling area was nearly vacant just a few decades ago. Residents first
settled in 15 de Marzo in the mid-1980s. Like neighborhoods throughout Esmeraldas,
the first residents acquired their plots of land through participating in organized land
takings (also called land invasions) or by buying plots of land from people who did
participate and acquired extra plots. It is one of many neighborhoods that have sprung
up in the last several decades in an area south of the central part of the city, the Barrios
del Sur, which is physically separated by the colinas or hills from the center of town.
Before this incursion of settlements, the land was sparsely populated, primarily,
comprised of haciendas (large plots of land). Many of the owners of these haciendas
had passed away or were otherwise absent, leaving the properties vulnerable to land
invasions. While considered beyond the city limits at the time, the Barrios del Sur was
adjudicated in 2004 and now represents nearly half of the city’s population (Jurado
2006a).
But at the same time as this area was exploding in population, it was also
becoming industrialized with one of the largest industrial complexes in the country. In
fact, much of the population growth and the formation of most of the neighborhoods,
including 15 de Marzo, occurred after the creation of the area as an industrial zone.
This industrial zone included a wood processing plant, one of the country’s largest
electric plants, and most importantly, the country’s largest refinery and its
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accompanying massive oil transport and storage facilities (Jurado 2004; GEO
Esmeraldas 2006). The simultaneous growth of the population and the industrial area is
a direct result of the city’s boom and bust development and unplanned growth. It also
must be understood within the larger context of the region’s history of resource
exploitation accompanied by neglect. In order to provide this context, I will give a brief
history of the development of the city of Esmeraldas. But first, I will provide a brief
overview of the development of the oil industry in Ecuador.
OIL IN ECUADOR
In 1967, the Texaco Gulf Consortium finally discovered large reserves of oil in
the Amazon after years of fruitless searches,5 “transform[ing] Ecuador as rapidly and
profoundly as anything in its history except the Spanish conquest” (Gerlach 2003: 35).
Ecuador quickly rose to be the second largest producer of oil in Latin America and even
became one of the early members of Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC).

Oil completely restructured Ecuador’s economy, and areas previously

marginalized, including the Amazon, became integral parts of the country’s economy,
and permanently entwined in the socio-environmental conflicts brought by the oil
industry. The Amazon, previously viewed as an unexplored frontier, suddenly became
the most vital lands for national strategic purposes. Prior to the discovery of oil, the
indigenous peoples of the Amazon lived in isolation, but since then their lands have
been under near constant threats of oil concessions and contamination (Gerlach 2003;
Sawyer 2004; Widener 2011).

5 In 1971, the Ecuadorean State Petroleum Corporation (CEPE) was created. It slowly took over much
of the interest in foreign-privately owned oil companies, especially as it created the refinery in
Esmeraldas in 1977. In 1989, Petroecuador replaced CEPE as the state oil company (Cuero 1995).
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Though much less known internationally, in June 1972 Esmeraldas became the
second strategic area caught up in the oil era when oil was first pumped through a
pipeline that ran 317 miles from the Amazon to the coastal town of Esmeraldas. Once
oil was discovered in the Amazon and Ecuador faced the necessity of building the
infrastructure to support oil activity, Esmeraldas arose as a key location in the oil
process: it would serve as the port for oil exports and the primary location of refining
oil for mostly domestic consumption. Esmeraldas was a natural selection for an oil port
because of its close proximity to the Panama Canal and relatively short distance to the
Amazon where oil was drilled. In just a little over a decade since the first discovery of
oil, Esmeraldas was converted into an oil town. Pipelines transporting crude oil from
the Amazon, a gas pipeline to transport the processed oil to Quito, oil storage tanks, and
a refinery, which remains the largest industrial facility in the country, were constructed
in Esmeraldas.
The tug-of-war for economic power between Guayaquil and Quito also played
an important role in the decision to make Esmeraldas an oil center. For Quito, the
political capital located in the interior highlands with no direct access to the coast,
Esmeraldas was seen as the city’s best means of controlling a maritime port.
Accordingly, the selection of Esmeraldas as the oil export port was a significant win for
the Quiteño oligarchs as they were able to ensure control over oil wealth (Cuero 1995:
56 and 97 and GEO Esmeraldas 2006). The new oil wealth “financed unprecedented
spending and in fewer than thirty years changed the face of the country” (Gerlach 2003:
35). Public expenditures rose at 12% annually and oil and oil products were heavily
subsidized, changing the lifestyle of many of Ecuador’s citizens. However, most of the
wealth remained in Quito and no significant investments were made in Esmeraldas as a
result of the oil industry. Like the Amazon, Esmeraldas’s emergence as a key location
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in the oil economy did not give it special benefits, despite massive increases in public
spending, and instead made it vulnerable to decisions made elsewhere in the pursuit of
oil (Gerlach 2003).
Like many other oil dependent countries (Kretzmann and Nooruddin 2005),
Ecuador had a “dangerously high dependence on a single export as the source of most
of its revenue” (Gerlach 2003: 35) and it fell into the trap of taking out high-interest
loans in order to support its spending and investments in oil infrastructure (Gerlach
2003). Ecuador transformed into an “oil nation, dependent upon its oil reserves to pay
back its foreign debt” (Widener 2011: 14). The country accepted high interest loans,
causing it to be caught in an ever-downward spiral after oil prices crashed (Gerlach
2003: 42). The price of oil had skyrocketed in the 1970s. In 1972, the price per barrel
was $2.50, but by the turn of the decade it reached $35.26 per barrel (35). The price of
oil slowly started to decrease in 1980, but dropped dramatically in 1986 to $12.70 per
barrel and, after a moderate increase, dropped again to $9.15 in 1998 (Gerlach 2003:
40).6
To make up for the fall of oil prices, Ecuador sought out new sources of oil in
the Amazon, resulting in a one-third rise in its output between 1987 and 1991. The
country had joined the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in
1973, but because one of OPEC’s main mechanisms to regulate and stabilize the price
of oil is to control the levels of production, Ecuador chose to leave the organization in
1992 in order to pursue its strategy of increased oil production. However, it could not
reach its desired production levels due to limited pipeline capacity. Accordingly, the
government called for private bids to build a new pipeline in 1997 and, though delayed
due to political divisions and national and transnational resistance for several years,
6 In the 1980s, poverty in the country increased across the country by 27% (Gerlach 2003: 46).
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plans for a new pipeline were solidified in 2000 and construction of the pipeline was
completed in September 2003 (Gerlach 2003: 34-5 and 41 and Widener 2011:23).7
The Amazon and the city of Esmeraldas are impacted with each decision to
produce more oil made by the central government. New oil concessions are given in
the Amazon as more and more oil is pumped to Esmeraldas to be shipped and refined.
The first Trans-Ecuadorian Pipeline (SOTE) carried 250,000 barrels of oil from the
Sucumbíos province in the Amazon, over the Andes at 13,000 feet high and down into
Esmeraldas on the Pacific coast. By 2000, this pipeline initially carried up to 360,000
barrels a day (33); the current pipeline can carry up to 450,000 barrels per day
(Widener 2011: 25). The refinery has also been retrofitted again and again to process
more and more oil. This manner of pursuing oil has persisted and remains the primary
mode in which the country pursues wealth and development.
FROM BANANAS TO BLACK GOLD: THE BOOM & BUST DEVELOPMENT OF
ESMERALDAS
The city of Esmeraldas is the capital of Ecuador’s north-westernmost province
of the same name, which borders Colombia to its north, Carchi to the northeast, and
Pichincha (the location of the country’s capital of Quito) to the south and southeast.
Historically, the province was largely cut off from the rest of Ecuadorian society: with
no roads to penetrate the areas and tucked away in the once thick forests, the only
method of transport was via canoes on the region’s many rivers. This difficult terrain
kept colonizers out of the region and protected the local indigenous and Afrodescendent populations from outside influences and powers.

This protection was

7 “[P]ipeline revenues were central to paying a debt that was amassed on the nation’s oil reserves…the
Ecuadorian Congress passed into law the manner in which state revenues from OCP would be
distributed: 70 percent for debt payment, 20 percent for an oil fund for unforeseen events, including
natural disasters or drops in oil prices, and 10 percent for social spending.” (Widener 2011: 24).
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particularly important to the Afro-descendent population. As early as 1553, a ship
bringing slaves to Lima crashed off of the coast of Esmeraldas, and twenty-four slaves
escaped and formed runaway slave communities called palenques. The difficult terrain
provided a refuge for the palenques and they were generally left undisturbed for much
of their early history. In subsequent years, freed and escaped slaves from other regions,
including Colombia, joined the safe haven (Walmsley 2004: 45; Rapoport Center 2009;
Minda 2002: 51).
While its isolation provided refuge, the lack of roads kept communities
physically isolated from the rest of the country and each other, ultimately leaving it out
of reach of the country’s economic development and activity. Most Esmeraldans only
hunted and collected goods to complement their subsistence lifestyle. Nonetheless,
Esmeraldans participated minimally in the nationally economy through the cultivation,
collection and exportation of goods such as tobacco, rubber, balsa wood and palm wood
when global demand and prices were high. This started Esmeraldas on the road to
dependency on the rise and fall of global market prices for its natural goods, a situation
that would continue to influence the province’s pattern of development (Minda 2002:
18, Cuero 1995: 90, Walmsley 2004:).
The province’s first major integration in the domestic economy arrived with the
onset of the banana industry8 that took hold in Ecuador in 1948 (Minda 2002: 18, Cuero
1995: 90). Esmeraldas was one of the main ports for banana exportation and became
one of the country’s principal cultivators by 1954. It also prompted the construction of
new transportation infrastructure that ended its physical separation from the rest of the
8 The banana industry actually started in 1933 when the infamous U.S. owned company, United Fruit
Company, purchased an abandoned cacao plantation and began harvesting bananas. Bananas thereafter
became the central component of the Ecuadorian economy, boosting its economy at an average annual
rate of 5.3% from 1947-1957 (Gerlach 30).
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country: most importantly, a road between Santo Domingo and Quinindé (a town just
outside of the city of Esmeraldas and within the province) was built in 1948. A railroad
that connected San Lorenzo, the province’s northern city, to the neighboring province,
Ibarra, was also built in 1959. Both facilitated the growth of secondary economic
activities and migration into the area (Cuero 1995: 93, Gordillo 2008: 50).
One of the most drastic consequences of the banana boom was the rapid
increase in the population of Esmeraldas.9 Because the low-technological methods used
in the cultivation and harvesting of bananas required large amounts of labor, the
prospects of work drew many people to the region. Moreover, the new road to Quinindé
(a smaller city in the province of Esmeraldas) facilitated migration and Esmeraldas’s
population exploded (Cuero 1995: 90). From 1950 to 1962, the province’s population
grew from 50,412 to 124,881 and Esmeralda City’s population grew from 13,169 to
33,403 - both more than doubling in size in just twelve years (Cuero 1995: 92; Minda
2002: 16).10
However, the industry declined almost as rapidly as it began. By the early
1960s, the banana industry recovered in Central America, pulling some international
companies away from Ecuador (Cuero 1995: 94). More importantly, Ecuador’s
southern provinces managed to gain a near monopoly on the industry due to “what
some called ruthless competition of the Gauyaquil elite who sought control over the

9 There were also changes to the population’s socio-demographic composition. Many people migrated
from other coastal or highland provinces, often times meztisos, to work in the oil industry, creating a
more racially and ethnically diverse population (Walmsley 2004 and Cuero 1995). Additionally, many
campesinos from Esmeraldas came to the city when large commercial enterprises effectively pushed
them off of their land and propelled them into wage labor (Minda 2002: 19). Finally, because most of the
profits of the industry stayed in the hands of a few, class divisions became more prominent (Gordillo
2008: 49).
10 This followed trends occurring across the Ecuadorian coast. Between 1942 and 1962, the banana
bonanza caused the population along Ecuador’s coast to double in size in just twenty years (Gerlach
2003: 30).
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industry” and wanted to protect Gauayaquil’s economic position as the country’s
principal port (Cuero 94: 1995, Gordillo 2008: 50, and quoting Walmsley 2004: 478).11 By 1959, only a few large landholders were able to remain in the industry (Minda
2003). This would not be the last time Esmeraldas would feel the sting of Quito and
Guayaquil’s race for economic power.
With the abrupt end to the industry in the province, the principal source of work
in both the city and the rest of the province disappeared and high rates of
unemployment and poverty ensued (Estupiñan 2011: 45, Cuero 1995, Walmsley 2004).
City dwellers had no other forms of work or subsistence (Cuero 1995: 96). Adding to
the problem, many rural poor migrated to the urban center when the banana industry
crashed or they were pushed off their land by large landholders who managed to remain
in the monoculture business (Walmsely 2004: 59-60; Minda 2002).

Most of the

migrants and those already living in Esmeraldas were poor even before the crash,
meaning the sharp rise in unemployment exacerbated already existing problems (Cuero
1995). The concentration of poverty and unemployment also increased problems of
delinquency, something that would become a major issue in the city in future years.
These issues came on top of the problems already created by the rapid urbanization.
The city government was unable (and perhaps unwilling) to move quickly enough to
build much-needed schools, sewage systems, roads and other infrastructure to serve the
growing population and it failed to prevent settlements from arising in areas of
environmental risk.

The city was left with a poor, unemployed, poorly educated

population with highly inadequate infrastructure and few resources to address any of its
problems (Cuero 1995: 95-96).
11 Guayaquil is Ecuador’s largest economic center and the city remains the country’s principal port. It
has experienced an intense rivalry with Quito, the political capital, for control and power (Gerlach 2003).
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These dire circumstances made Esmeraldans eager for a new supply of work
and prosperity. When talks began of making Esmeraldas the principal oil refining and
distribution center of the country, Esmeraldans were again hopeful of what the next
boom economy could bring.

Desperate for work, Esmeraldans welcomed the

employment opportunities offered by the initial construction of the oil infrastructure:
the pipeline, the storage tanks, the sea oil ports, and, most importantly, the refinery.
People also hoped to later find employment in the permanent operations of the
facilities. In the late 1960s, the Ecuadorian government promoted the refinery, saying
that 10,000 jobs would be created in the 1970s through the various needs of the oil
industry and that 80% of the jobs would be given to the local population (Cuero 1995:
97 and 119). These hopes of prosperity and employment not only created high
expectations in the existing population, but catalyzed the next wave of migration. Once
again the city’s population exploded. In just the five years between 1970 and 1975, the
period when the installations were being built, the population increased from 50,000 to
70,000 inhabitants (Cuero 1995: 120). The population in Esmeraldas has more than
doubled since the period prior to the refinery’s installation and is now estimated at
125,034 (Cuero 1995: 98 and Zambrano 2009: 6).
However, the employment opportunities in the oil industry turned out to be
limited. According to Cuero’s study, no more than 2,800 to 3,000 people were ever
employed at one time in the construction of the oil installations (Cuero 1995: 120). This
was hardly enough to meet the needs of the existing population, let alone the large
numbers of people who migrated to the city in the search of work in the oil industry.
The same study found that in 1995, only 778 jobs were generated by the refinery,
amounting to 4.4 percent of formal jobs existing in the city at the time, demonstrating
the persistence of the limited employment benefits of the industry (Cuero 1995: 11529

116; my calculation of percentage). Moreover, a large number of the jobs, especially
managerial or other higher-paying positions, required special skills and education something the poor education system in Esmeraldas was incapable of providing. As a
result, the oil company routinely filled these positions with people from different
provinces, especially Pinchincha, the province of Quito. Cuero suggests, however, that
Quiteños and others from outside of the province also lacked the requisite training in
this new industry. Cuero attributes the lack of will to employ Esmeraldans in large part
to the stereotypes outsiders carried about them, especially those of African descent, and
that the decision-making power of oil activities has always been in Quito, far from the
people whom it most affects (Cuero 1995).
Additionally, Esmeraldans had also been promised that the oil industry would
turn Esmeraldas into a “development pole” and that the oil installations and activity in
the city would help bring the city economic development. But, like the failed
expectations of work, has received no special benefits or revenues, despite the fact that
the city is critical to the country’s oil industry. Oil revenues continue to go “directly
into the government coffers in Quito” (Gerlach 2003: 35). Instead of the prosperity that
people once imagined the refinery would bring, Esmeraldas remains extremely poor. In
Esmeraldas, 43.7% of the population is considered poor, 9.9% indigent, and 0.8%
severely indigent (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 36).

Unemployment, and subsequent

insecurity and crime, remains one of the most typical concern of Esmeraldans.12
As one 15 de Marzo resident recalls, when there was talk of the refinery being
located somewhere else, residents fought and argued for it to be placed in Esmeraldas
“because we would have all of the benefits that [oil activity] would bring in the end.
12 In Ecuador, nearly 60% of the economically active population is working poor or unemployed. 48%
of the economically active population is underemployed and 10% is unemployed (GEO Esmeraldas
2006: 37).
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But we don’t even have asphalt [which is created at the refinery] for our streets.” In
fact, some of the only infrastructure development that benefited the city was the
construction of new roads that facilitated the transportation of oil, oil products, and the
machinery needed in the operation of the oil installations. Most importantly, the road
from Quito to Quninindé, which was finally built to facilitate the transport of bananas
during the banana boom, was extended to Esmeraldas City.

However, roads to

facilitate the transport of residents were not built, nor were other important
infrastructure works, such as electricity, potable water, or sewage systems.
Accordingly, the wealth generated by oil has not equipped the city to deal with its
population boom any better than it was able to respond to the population increase
created the banana boom (Estupiñan 2011; Cuero 1995; Walmsley 2004; Jurado
2006a). Yet, the oil industry has far from disappeared, and the population is forced to
deal with the environmental and health consequences of its presence every day.
THE GROWTH OF 15 DE MARZO & THE BARRIOS DEL SUR: DEVELOPMENT &
CHALLENGES
As the economic forces described above informed the timing and rate of
population increases in Esmeraldas, the natural topography shaped the physical growth
patterns of the city. The original grid system for the city was laid out in the flat area
between the hills and the river. With the Esmeraldas River to the east, the sea to the
north, and the hills to the west each making expansion difficult or impossible, the city
first grew in a linear direction towards the north and south. But as population pressures
increased after the crash of the banana industry, people increasingly began to settle in
the environmentally precarious hills and riverbanks. By the late 1960s these areas also
reached capacity, and, just as the oil industry was taking hold, residents established
newer settlements south in what at the time was beyond the city limits
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(GEO

Esmeraldas 2006; Wamsley 2003; Estupiñan 2011: 36). At the same time, the oil
industry brought new waves of migration and accelerated the settlement process of the
southern periphery. Additionally, people working in the refinery settled directly around
the refinery. By the 1990s, the settlements surrounded the industrial areas and were
completely consolidated, and since then they have continued to spread in a southwest
direction along the road to the tourist beach town Atacames (GEO Esmeraldas 2006:
26; Engelman 2010: pers, int.).
By the time but just a few the Barrios del Sur neighborhoods were formed,
construction of the refinery and other industrial facilities were well underway. This
means that industrial facilities were there before most neighborhoods. Still, the history
of Esmeraldas’ population growth, the lack of government planning, and the natural
topography of the city made it inevitable that informal settlements would form in these
southern areas. As the central and northern parts of the city reached its capacity and
there was nowhere else for the city to grow besides south, the almost vacant land
owned by mostly absent hacendados made the land attractive and vulnerable to land
invasions.13 Even if environmental health concerns factored into people’s decisions of
where to live, it would be no better to settle in the hills or the riverbanks of the city.
The hills are subject to landslides in large storms, and houses located along the
riverbank routinely flood with contaminated water when the river waters rise.
Barrios del Sur residents recall making the decision to participate in land
takings in the south because they were tired of renting in the city center. Jenny, one of
the members of the Barrios del Sur neighborhood group, recalls deciding to move to the
13 Before large-scale land invasions in the south, up to 40.5% of properties within the canton (county)
were made up of at least 100 hectares each and owned by only 19 property owners (Estupiñan 2011).
Additionally, many of the owners of the land were absent or had passed away and not left the land to be
inherited by any descendants (Engelman 2010: pers. int.) leaving the land open to land invasions.
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area “because I was tired of renting. You just get tired of renting, you want your own
house and that’s why we decided to participate.” Katya recalls her mother having
similar feelings: “she wanted to live in a house, even if it was far and even it was
small… even if it was an ugly house, or whatever - that it was her own.” Some
participated directly in the land takings, others came later and purchased land from
those who had participated in the takings.
When the 15 de Marzo was first settled in the early 1980s, the area was made up
of vacant swamplands, far removed from city services. Katya, who arrived as a small
child with her mother and is now a young mother herself, remembers that when they
first came to the area it was “still campo. There wasn’t anyone living here. There were
no streets, there wasn’t anything. The whole place was like a swamp, a lake.” Early
residents had to fill in the swamps and start building their houses and neighborhoods
from the ground up. The new residents had to cut down and fill in the swampland areas.
Over time, the area slowly filled in as more people moved into the neighborhood and
the residents began to demand that the city government provide services to the
neighborhood. Each step required organization of the neighbors to ban together and
demand new services from the city.

33

Figure 2.3 Entrance to pre-school in 15 de Marzo
From the beginning, residents organized to create basic services, and even
today, residents must continue to pressure the city to receive even the smallest
improvement of services. When I asked Jenny what services existed when she arrived
in the neighborhood she laughs and says “Nothing. Nothing! Everything that is here is
through the work of the dirigentes [neighborhood leaders].” Katya remembers the
neighborhood pleading with the mayors to provide a school and to continue to improve
it. They first built a school made out of sugarcane, but then got the city to build cement
walls. But the school still lacked a ceiling and paved floors, and each time it rained the
children were soaked and covered in mud. So they went back to the city and pleaded for
a roof and floors, and eventually the city delivered on the request. This back and forth
process is essentially how all basic services have been provided to the area, including
the provision of streets, electricity, potable water and sanitation systems. It continues
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to be the way in which city residents obtain new services or improve those already
existing in their neighborhood.14 In fact, there is even a city office dedicated to working
with neighborhood dirigentes in order to organize neighborhood requests and mingas
(unpaid community labor) to carry out the work.
Overall, residents of 15 de Marzo and of other neighborhoods in the Barrios del
Sur still face many of the same problems and continue to attempt to build upon and
improve the services they have been working to create for years. In my first summer in
Esmeraldas, community members held various meetings with city representatives to
push for the pavement of streets in their neighborhood, something Esmeraldans
throughout the city were seeking. When I returned to Esmeraldas in June of 2011, 15 de
Marzo managed to be the first of a series of neighborhoods in the south to secure
pavement of its neighborhood roads from the government. But, like every service
provision, it has been a struggle.

In my June 2011 visit, the first steps in the

construction process were already underway and the roads were torn up and mountains
of dirt lay next to large holes dug into the ground. Residents had to dodge the holes and
stick to the very edge of the roads and cars could not pass through many of the streets.
Months later, the roads remain in the same state and pools of water have become
breeding grounds for mosquitoes, increasing residents’ risks of malaria and their fears
of what will happen in the approaching rainy season (La Hora 2011a, b, c).

14 Residents had to ban together in more ways than just putting pressure on the city to provide services
in order to confront the challenges the neighborhoods faced. For instance, when the area was first settled
and still sparsely populated, gangs regularly came to the neighborhood and raped girls and killed people.
With no police services in the area, and “each night someone took turn on one block one night, and
eventually the problems subsided.
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Figure 2.4 Street in 15 de Marzo after a rain
Although Katya describes the early days of the neighborhood as particularly
dangerous, in part because the community was isolated from the rest of the city, many
of the issues of delinquency remain. Although she feels her neighborhood is much
safer than in the past, she still finds it necessary to carry a knife in her purse when
walking through the neighborhood on the way home from night classes. Many people
consider it unsafe to walk on most streets – day or night – if you are not with someone
from the community; and the local schools hire guards (when possible) to protect the
property at night because “they’ll even steal the windows.” While this was a major
concern of teachers in the 15 de Marzo neighborhood in my first summer of research,
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teachers reported that issues with theft had subsided and were excited about the
opportunities this afforded them to make improvements to the school.

Figure 2.5 Street in 15 de Marzo
Despite being “neighbors” with the refinery and Termoselectricas, residents of
15 de Marzo have little to do with the industrial companies they live by. Residents
consistently complain that the refinery does not care about the people and does not give
anything back to the community. Schoolteachers have a greater amount of contact with
managers of the refinery and Termoselectricas as they try to get donations for their
schools. Though there is someone in charge of community outreach at the refinery and
Termoselectricas, most people attempt to obtain goods or projects from personal
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contacts. While Termoselectricas is seen in a better light than Petroecuador,15 in part
because it has carried out more projects throughout the Barrios del Sur, most residents
view the industries with resentment at best.
In summary, this chapter has described the development of oil in Ecuador and,
in particular, the city of Esmeraldas.

It has also explained the economic

(under)development of Esmeraldas, and how the growth patterns in the city driven by
the banana and oil industries led to the development of neighborhoods around the
refinery and other polluting industries, and some of the challenges that these
neighborhoods have endured and how they have faced them. I will now provide a
review of existing research on pollution and contamination in Esmeraldas, before
turning to residents’ own experiences and perceptions of contamination in Chapter
Four.

15 For simplicity, I use the term Petroecuador to refer to all state-owned oil facilities and companies at
any given time. In reality, the [ownership scheme] is much more complex and has changed times several
times throughout the fifty years of oil activity in Ecuador. For instance, it was named CEPE in 1972,
Petroecuador in 1989, and then EP Petroecuador in 2010 (“EP Petroecuador”).
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Chapter 3: The Far Reach of Contamination
Esmeraldas is plagued by multiple sources of industrial and domestic
contamination, making it seem as though almost every corner of Esmeraldas is
somehow within its reach. Much of the pollution in Esmeraldas is particular to its
industrial and economic activities, including oil and energy production, wood
processing, and other commercial port activities. The refinery and other manifestations
of oil activity in the city are the most major and noticeable forms of pollution.
Additionally, Esmeraldas is confronted by many of the domestic sanitation issues
common in poor urban cities throughout Latin America, which are born out of the
challenges created by the city’s scarce resources to provide appropriate infrastructure
and planning.16
SOURCES OF POLLUTION IN ESMERALDAS
Of the many sources of pollution in the city, the refinery is the largest industrial
complex and the main source of pollution. The Refinería Estatal de Esmeraldas (REE
or the refinery) lies on 70 hectares of land, a massive presence in the outskirts of a
relatively small city. The REE produces a number of final products, including liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG), gasoline, diesel, jet fuel, asphalt, sulfur, and fuel oil, some of
which is used for national consumption and others for export (Jurado 2004: 7). It
currently refines 110,000 barrels of oil a day and, in 2002, the refinery produced 34.91
million barrels of refined oil, while operating on average at 86.95% of its capacity
(Programa de Gestión Urbana 2003, in Jurado 2004: 9). As part of its daily processes,
the refinery releases a number of emissions into the air, including hydrocarbons,
nitrogen oxide (NOx), sulfur dioxide (SO2), carbon monoxide (CO), hazardous air
16 It is important to note that the following discussion does not represent a comprehensive or exhaustive
list of the pollutants and compliance issues in Esmeraldas or of any individual industry.
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pollutants (HAPs), particulate matter (PM), and ozone (Jurado 2004 12). It also emits
oxygen dioxide (O2), explosive limits (LEL), and hydrogen sulfide amongst other
contaminants (Jurado 2006A: 178).

Figure 3.1 Refinería Estatal de Esmeraldas
Additionally, a complex system of transport infrastructure exists to enable the
importing and exporting of crude oil and its refined byproducts. Oil is brought into
Esmeraldas from the Amazon where oil is extracted via a Transecuadorian pipeline.
This pipeline pumps up to 450,000 barrels of oil a day and is carried across 312 miles
(Widener 2011: 23). Once the oil is refined or processed into its final form, it is then
transported by land via pipelines and trucks or by sea via large tanker ships.
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Specifically, the Esmeraldas-Quito pipeline pumps gas, diesel and jet fuel from
Esmeraldas to the capital. Crude oil and its products are shipped out of the Balao Port,
which also sometimes receives oil imports when production cannot meet national
demands, and large shipping tanks can be found waiting four miles off of the coast at
the TERPE. Finally, a truck yard is located along the Via Refinería transport liquefied
petroleum gas, gasoline, jet fuel, fuel oil, and asphalts (Jurado 2004: 7). These trucks
often line the road of the Via Refinería.

Figure 3.2 Oil Tanker trucks line Vía Refinería
The second largest contributor of industrial pollution is the power plant,
Termoelectricas Esmeraldas. Its primary installations consist of a steam turbine, oil
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storage tanks, a water treatment plant, a hydrogen production plant, and a water cooling
system (Jurado 2004: 24-25). The power plant has a 125-megawatt capacity. The
facility depends on fuel oil to light the eight burners that operate the steam turbine and
to start up the facility’s activities. The fuel oil is brought in directly from a pipeline
connected to the neighboring refinery. On average, the plant consumes 23,950 kg of
fuel an hour when it operates at its full capacity (Jurado 2004: 25). The gases created in
the combustion process are released through a chimney that reaches sixty meters high
(Jurado 2004: 25).

Figure 3.3 Termosesmeraldas and REE from road to Atacames
At its maximum, it produces 420 tons of atmospheric gases an hour, including
NO, NOx, SO2, CO and PM. The particulate matter contains pieces of metal such as
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vanadium, beryllium, aluminum, iron, manganese, nickel, and chromium (Jurado 2004:
25 and 109). The fuel oil tank emits volatile organic compounds (VOCs) (Jurado 2004:
27). These various air emissions produce acid rain (Jurado 2004: 27). The heated water
from the boiler is put into cooling tanks and treated before it is unloaded into the Teone
River, often at high temperatures.
Beyond the more noticeable stacks of the refinery and the power plant, a wood
processing plant (Contrachapados de Esmeraldas S.A., or CODESA) that manufactures
plywood is also located at the entrance of the Barrios del Sur just behind the bus
terminal, and it contributes to the problems of industrial pollution. Built in 1970, the
plant produces 35,000 cubic meters of wood and plywood annually (Jurado 2004: 30
and 101).

The main materials used in its processes are natural woods, urea-

formaldehyde (glue), and preservatives to make the woods more durable and resistant
to insects (Jurado 2004: 30). It also emits various gases and particulate matter during
the combustion phase.

Various chemicals used in the cleaning, gluing, and

maintenance processes also are at risk of leaking into water and soil (Jurado 2004: 32;
GEO Esmeraldas 2006).
Of course, non-industrial activities also contribute to problems of pollution and
contamination. The poor network of narrow streets, which were not built for the
current population size, causes high levels of traffic.

This is exacerbated by the

commercial port’s location at the far north of the city, which forces the trucks to drive
through the already congested center. Additionally, wide scale deforestation causes
high levels of particulate matter in the air (Jurado 2004: 39). Perhaps more importantly,
the city is also plagued by a host of sanitation concerns common to the rapidly
urbanized cities of Latin American cities in which large numbers of informal
settlements lack basic services and sanitation infrastructure is inadequate.
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Domestic, hospital, and industrial waste are disposed of in Esmeraldas’s openair landfill located on the outskirts of town, up the road from 15 de Marzo at the top of
the hills that divide the northern and southern parts of the city. The open air landfill
receives 150 tons of domestic and untreated hospital waste a year, and another 297 tons
of industrial waste a year – the majority of which that receives no treatment- along with
regular domestic solid waste. The landfill does not contain lining, allowing leachates to
leak into the groundwater or into the rivers when it rains, and there is no control of
methane gases produced by the landfill, which produces small fires put out by a site
manager (GEO Esmeraldas 2006).
The inadequate sewage system has also been one of the most alarming
sanitation concerns in the city. In the early years of 2000, only one out of every four
houses in Esmeraldas were equipped with a sewer system. These numbers were so high
because most houses in the Barrios del Sur were not connected to a sewer system (GEO
Esmeraldas 2006). The most common forms of waste disposal were through cesspools
(pozos ciegos) and septic tanks (Jurado 2004: 66). However, city and resident efforts
pushed for improved sanitation over the last decade (see Chapter 5), and now city
officials estimate that 80% of households are connected to a sewer system.17 However,
the city has never managed to build a wastewater treatment plant, meaning that sewage
is simply dumped into the Esmeraldas and Teone Rivers without treatment or filtration.
RATES OF POLLUTION & CONTAMINATION: A SCIENTIFIC PERSPECTIVE
There have been few environmental studies performed in Esmeraldas that were
not conducted directly by Petroecuador, but these studies reveal the grave impacts that
the refinery and other industrial activities have on the environmental conditions of
17 The first sewer system was built in 1957. The northern part lets out 700 meters off of the coast, but the
remainder lets out in the Esmeraldas River (GEO Esmeraldas 2006).
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Esmeraldas. Of particular importance, a 2004 audit financed by the European Union
(EU) conducted one of the more extensive studies that actually reached the public.
Also, a report financed by the United Nations provides a more comprehensive review
of various hard to find studies. Along with recent state audits, these reports make up
the bulk of the information on pollution and contamination that follows.
Air pollution is a major concern in Esmeraldas. Nitrogen oxide (NOx)18 and
sulfur dioxide (SO2)19 have particularly been found to cause problems, and the 2004 EU
study found significant levels of NOx, SO2, and carbon monoxide (CO)20 in the air.
Although these emissions levels were generally considered to be within the legal limits
(Jurado 2004: 111), they exceeded emission limits at specific stacks in the refinery
(Jurado 2006A: 179 and Jurado 2004: 81-83). Later studies found that NOx and SO2
exceedances persisted (DIAPA 2010: 64, citing the CORPAIRE study). Yet another
report found 15 de Marzo to have the highest concentrations of NOx than any other
neighborhoods, and the second highest concentrations of SO2. Both of these emissions
are the main source of acid rain (“U.S. EPA Acid Rain”). According to this same
report, the power plant’s sulfur dioxide emissions also exceed the regulatory limit
(2.375 mg/Nm3 to a 1.650 mg/Nm3 limit) and accounts for 6% of the total estimated
concentration of sulfur dioxide within the refinery-power plant industrial complex
(GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 55, citing a 2001 environmental audit).
18 Nitrogen Oxide is “a group of highly reactive gases” that contributes “to the formation of groundlevel ozone, and fine particle pollution, NO2 is linked with a number of adverse effects on the respiratory
system” (“U.S. EPA Basic Information”).
19 Sulfur dioxide, “a group of highly reactive gases” that is linked with “an array of adverse respiratory
effects including bronchoconstriction and increased asthma symptoms. These effects are particularly
important for asthmatics at elevated ventilation rates (e.g., while exercising or playing.” (“U.S. EPA
Basic Information”).
20 Carbon monoxide, “colorless, odorless gas emitted from combustion processes” and may “have
harmful health effects by reducing oxygen delivery to the body's organs (like the heart and brain) and
tissues” (“U.S. EPA Basic Information”).
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In the 2004 EU study, air monitoring at nine different locations throughout the
city found PM 10 and PM 4.521 to be above the acceptable limits in all places tested. In
particular, PM 10 levels in 15 de Marzo (358.8 µg/m3) were more than double the
allowable limit (150 µg/m3) (Jurado 2006A: 178-179 and Jurado 2004: 72-79, 106).
PM 2.5 limits were also significantly exceeded in at least four of the testing sites
(Jurado 2006A: 178-179 and Jurado 2004: 72-79).
By testing sediments on roofs and terraces, the 2004 study also concluded that
nickel and other heavy metals are released during air emissions (which also contribute
to soil contamination when the metals settle in the ground) (Jurado 2004: 96). In
samples taken from the roofs of buildings, two of the Barrios del Sur neighborhood
samples tested with nickel limits above permissible levels: 188.5 mg/Kg at the Colegio
5 de Agosto and 160.5 mg/Kg at Colegio Luis Tello in 15 de Marzo, while the legal
limit is considered to be 50 mg/Kg. Nickel levels were found to be at 1,185.6 mg/Kg at
the Colegio Angel Barbisotti located along the banks of the Esmeraldas River closer to
the center of town. Though within permissible limits, many other elements from total
petroleum hydrocarbons (TPH)22 content were found in soils throughout the city,
including cadmium, chrome, vanadium, and lead (Jurado 2004: 95; Jurado 2006A:
181). Accumulated particulate matter on roofs and terraces throughout the city have
21 According to the U.S. EPA, PM (particulate matter) “is a complex mixture of extremely small
particles and liquid droplets. [PM] is made up of a number of components, including acids (such as
nitrates and sulfates), organic chemicals, metals, and soil or dust particles,” (“U.S. EPA Particulate
Matter”). PM 10 and PM 4.5 indicate PM with a diameter of 10 micrometers and 4.5 micrometers
respectively. PM 10 or smaller has been linked with health problems because the particles are small
enough to pass through the nose and throat and reach the lungs. Inhaled particles can affect the lung and
heart and cause serious health effects (“U.S. EPA Basic Information”).
22 “Total petroleum hydrocarbons (TPH) is a term used to describe a large family of several hundred
chemical compounds that originally come from crude oil. Crude oil is used to make petroleum products,
which can contaminate the environment. Because there are so many different chemicals in crude oil and
in other petroleum products, it is not practical to measure each one separately. However, it is useful to
measure the total amount of TPH at a site,” (U.S. EPA “What are Total Petroleum Hydrocarbons
(TPH)?”)
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also been found to contain elevated levels of various heavy metals in the particulate
matter released by the refinery and at different points in the city, including nickel,
lead23, and magnesium amongst others (Harari and Forastiere: 2004).
The many sources of pollution in the city make it difficult to attribute the
precise quantity of pollution and contamination to any one source. The refinery and the
power plant are located a mere 500 meters apart and therefore act as a point source of
pollution (Jurado 2006A: 177), and vehicular traffic can be accountable for many of the
same pollutants. Yet, while CODESA, Termoselectricas, and vehicular traffic all
contribute to the problem, it is clear that the refinery is the main source of a number of
air pollutants, including benzene24, toluene25, xylene, and nickel (Lopez et al 2006:
238).
The city’s rivers, soils and ocean are also contaminated by a number of sources.
Of the industrial sources of contamination, the refinery again causes the most damage.
The soil of riverbeds and banks are also contaminated via polluted river waters and the
soil surrounding the various installations of the refinery directly absorbs spilled oil
(Jurado 2006A: 182). Notably, the refinery sends its waste to the municipal landfill,
which, as discussed in more detail below, lacks proper lining and regularly

23 Lead is a metal; its exposure pathways include air, ingestion of food or water, or ingestion of soil and
dust. Exposure “can adversely affect the nervous system, kidney function, immune system, reproductive
and developmental systems and the cardiovascular system. Lead exposure also affects the oxygen
carrying capacity of the blood. The lead effects most commonly encountered in current populations are
neurological effects in children and cardiovascular effects (e.g., high blood pressure and heart disease) in
adults. Infants and young children are especially sensitive to even low levels of lead, which may
contribute to behavioral problems, learning deficits and lowered IQ” (“U.S. EPA Basic Information”).
24 Benzene is classified as a carcinogenic in humans and has been shown to produce chromosomal
aberrations. There has been a demonstrated connection between particulate matter that contains benzene
and the induction of micronuclei in chemical factory workers and in traffic officers. It is also associated
with leukemia, angiosarcoma, and cholangiocarcinoma, lung cancer amongst other cancers (Harari 2006:
227).
25 Toluene has also been shown to also can cause a high frequency of chromosomal aberrations (Harari
2006 227-228)
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contaminates the soil and rivers through runoff (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 61). The TPH
levels in the old municipal landfill, current landfill, and the Las Palmas beach reveal the
high degree of oil contamination that exists throughout the city.

While legal

permissible levels are less than 2,500 mg/kg in agricultural areas and 4,000 mg/kg in
industrial areas, the TPH levels found in these areas respectively were 9,850 mg/kg in
the old municipal landfill, 10,680 mg/kg in the current landfill, and 4,020 mg/kg in the
sample from the Las Palmas beach (the latter being caused by spills during sea
transport of oil) (GEO Esmeraldas 2006).
Oil spills in the refinery or in other parts of the oil network, combined with the
refinery’s regular leaking of wastewater into the river, have resulted in severe
contamination of the rivers, ocean and ground soil (GEO Esmeraldas 2006; Jurado
2004). The routine overflow of the retention ponds containing wastewater from the
daily operations of the refinery is perhaps the primary avenue in which the refinery
contaminates the water and soil.

The wastewater ponds are used to collect

contaminated effluent created in the various processes involved in the refinement of
crude oil, including but not limited to nitrogen, phenols, chrome, COD, lead, waters
with a high acid or corrosive content, total solids, and total solids with an electric
current (Jurado 2004: 12). Because there are no proper rainwater collection devices, the
treatment pools overflow into a canal that discharges into the Teone River when it
rains, and from there into the Esmeraldas River and finally into the sea, and also are
absorbed into the soils of all three water bodies (DIAPA 2010: 44).
The 2004 EU study also found that the total petroleum hydrocarbons (TPH) and
electric conductivity limits were exceeded in nine of ten sample points in the Teone
River; COD limits were exceeded in three of the sample points. While not the only
source of river contamination, the study makes the obvious point that the refinery is the
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major source of TPH in the river (Jurado 2004: 86 and 109). Subsequently, a 2010
audit determined that the refinery “systematically exceeds the regulatory limits of
COD, TPH, phenols, STD, pH, CE, and lead” at various monitoring sites (DIAPA
2010: 43). It found pH, TPH, electric conductivity and phenols to be above legal limits
in the refinery’s discharge canal and at times in the natural bodies of water (DIAPA
2010: 47); it points out that the tests in the discharge canal are not affected by other
potential sources that contaminated Teone River and Esmeraldas River (DIAPA 2010:
44). The tests also showed the presence of phenols, chrome, and vanadium, but within
the permitted levels.26 Other studies have claimed that there are high levels of lead and
nickel in the Esmeraldas and Teone Rivers (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 69).
Oil also regularly spills during the loading of oil onto ships at the port located
four miles off of the coast (Jurado 2006A: 175), as well as when oil is piped and
shipped from the Balao and Terminal de Productos Elaborados (TERPE) Ports. This
oil contaminates the water and eventually collects on the shores of the coast, especially
in Las Palmas (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 62). A UN funded study revealed that the ocean
contains high levels of both nickel and lead, and acceptable levels of lead is exceeded
by 80% and of copper by 40% in the ocean (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 66). Where the
river and ocean meet, lead limits were exceeded by 120% and cadmium by 140% (GEO
Esmeraldas 2006: 66).
While the refinery causes most of the oil contamination in the water bodies in
Esmeraldas, the power plant and other domestic uses of oil also contribute.
Termosesmeraldas also suffers from regular oil spills and the poor management of
hazardous substances, often a result of defective equipment. There have also been
26 Nonetheless, there exists a possibility that these metals could bioaccumulate in organisms that live in
the riverbanks, which could be transferred to humans if they consume the organisms (Jurado 2006a).
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chemical spills at the plant, including of sulfuric acid (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 61).
Inadequate waste disposal from both industrial and non-industrial sources adds to water
pollution. In particular, motor oil is commonly disposed of by throwing it out in the
streets or in the sewer system, and this goes directly to the river without treatment.
However, the levels of oil contamination in Esmeraldas River are higher after Teone
River’s outlet into the river, demonstrating that the refinery and the power plant are
responsible for much of the contamination (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 53).
In addition to oil contamination, there are several other major sources of
pollution in the river. First, an estimated 4,300 cubic meters (m3) of untreated sewage
is directly discharged into the river, resulting in high levels of fecal matter in the water
and creating one of the most serious health and sanitation concerns in the city (GEO
Esmeraldas 2006: 51). Runoff water from the streets also goes directly into the river
without treatment, along with runoff water from the open air landfill that has no sort of
treatment center. Fishermen within and around the city regularly dispose of fish
carcasses in the rivers, and logging and agriculture practices upstream of the city cause
an excess of sediment, nutrients, and pesticides in the water (GEO Esmeraldas 2006:
54). Moreover, the Esmeraldas River, which wraps through the entirety of the city until
it lets out in the Pacific Ocean, originates in the Andes and collects sewage, runoff and
other pollutants from cities and towns for many miles before it even reaches
Esmeraldas.
It is worthwhile to point out that, while sanitation concerns remain one of the
most important public health issues in Esmeraldas alongside industrial contamination,
drastic improvements in city services have taken place. These changes have been at the
behest of the city government under a mayor, Ernesto Estupiñan Qunitero, who has
shown a much greater concern for his citizenry than politicians before him, but also
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through the organization and mobilizations of city residents. This latter point will be
discussed in Chapter 5, but it is important to discuss the changes brought on or at least
facilitated in large part by this mayor. Between 1993 to 2003, virtually no investments
were made in sanitation services in the city, and between 1990 and 2000, trash
collection occurred as infrequently as intervals of 15-20 day periods, effectively
creating unofficial trash dumps throughout the city, blocking roads and sewage drains,
and creating outbreaks of rats and flies. This consequently brought about a variety of
health problems.
When Estupiñán assumed office in 2000, he made sanitation concerns one of his
top priorities, declared a state of emergency, and created a program to eliminate the
trash problems. Along with enforcing daily trash pick up throughout most of the city,
he carried out an education campaign on the importance of trash sanitation (Morelia
2005). These same initiatives created the open air landfill where municipal and
industrial waste is disposed of, a large improvement despite the environmental
problems it still creates. Trash is now brought to an open air landfill on the outskirts of
the city, in the hills up the road from 15 de Marzo (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 62-63).
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Figure 3.4 “Do Not Throw Garbage: School Zone”
The mayor, supported by significant citizen mobilizations, also addressed major
issues created by the absence of a sewer system in many parts of the city, especially in
the Barrios del Sur. In the early part of the century, the city government and citizenry
mobilized to force the consortium building the Oleoducto de Crudos Pesados (Crude
Oil Pipeline, or OCP) to install a sewer system in the city in exchange for the increased
risk and burden placed on the city from a second and larger crude oil pipeline (GEO
Esmeraldas 2006). (These events are also discussed more thoroughly in Chapter 5.)
This negotiation enabled the city to provide sewer system services to most of the city,
including Barrios del Sur.

Nonetheless, the city remains without a wastewater

treatment plant, despite various efforts made by the government to obtain one, and the
city continues to struggle with providing sewer systems and other basic services to
settlements that continue to arise in the hills, riverbanks, and the newest explosion of
housing along the road to Atacames.
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BEYOND CONTAMINATION: THE DISREPAIR OF REE
While sanitation issues have begun to improve in the city, industrial pollution
has not followed this positive path. The rates of oil production have increased while the
refinery has continued to deteriorate, presenting an ever-growing threat to the
environment and the safety and health of people living in Esmeraldas. More and more
oil has been pumped into the city: the pipeline initially brought in 250,000 barrels a
day, but now the OCP, which replaced the original pipeline, can carry up to 450,000
barrels of oil a day (Gerlach 2003: 33 and Widener 2011: 25). Similarly, the refinery
was initially built with a capacity to refine 56,000 barrels per day, but over the years the
capacity of the refinery has gradually been increased. In the 1980s, it was expanded to
refine 90,000 barrels of oil a day and then again in the 1990s to its present capacity of
110,000 barrels per day (Cuero Caicedo 1995: 59). Currently, the government is
investing millions of dollars to increase its capacity even further (La Hora 2010a).
Capacity increases in the refinery have not been accompanied by improvements
to pollution controls (Jurado 2004). A series of studies reviewed for the 2004 EU study
revealed that the refinery was never designed or built properly from its inception. The
design of its rainwater collection and treatment pools allowed regular spillage of the
contaminated pools into the Rio Teone and Rio Esmeraldas, especially in times of rain
because sedimentation times were much shorter (Jurado 2006a). A 1989 study found
that 420 meters of the crude oil tanks’ underground drainage system were fully
obstructed. Another 890 meters of the piping related to vacuum distillers, reduction of
viscosity, and catalytic cracking were partially obstructed, and other equipment units
missed necessary parts and therefore malfunctioned. Treatment pools did not contain
lining, thus increasing the likelihood of the contamination of the water table (Jurado
2006a). Rainwater collection pools – only meant for rainwater that may be slightly
53

contaminated- were used to collect all kinds of discharges, and therefore contained
hydrocarbons and multiple other kinds of toxic waste. These waters were evacuated
directly into the Rio Teone. While the refinery has been phasing out the use of such
pools, nothing is being done to clean up the existing waste, and the effects of leaking
continue.

In terms of air pollution, the refinery was not equipped with filtration

systems and therefore emitted a constant stream of gases. The gas desulfurization plant
rarely worked and the acidic content of the gases was at impermissible levels on
various occasions). Between 1985 and 1988, there were 387 plant stoppages of which
only 87 were planned, a sign of its poor functioning even in its early years (Jurado
2006a: 174).
The disrepair in the refinery has worsened. The 2004 study analyzed the REE’s
own reports and found it regularly out of compliance for air emissions and lacks air
monitoring devices in a number of its stacks. As of 2004, the REE theoretically
monitored 26 sampling points, but at least six of these points did not collect information
the majority of times, usually due to the REE simply not collecting samples or because
the equipment was out of operation (Jurado 2006a: 179). According to a 2010 audit
conducted by the state environmental audit agency, DIAPA, an internal audit by the
REE during 2005 to 2006 found that environmental monitoring sites continued to be
inadequate and out of compliance.

While the refinery claimed to have fixed the

problems in 2009, the control unit of DIAPA determined that the environmental
monitoring processes of the refinery remained out of compliance (DIAPA 2010).
Specifically, the team found that the refinery is not completing the environmental
monitoring of atmospheric emissions or liquid discharges, and, furthermore, did not
have defined monitoring points, environmental impact studies, or properly approved
management plans (DIAPA 2010).
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A series of non-compliance issues have also occurred in relation to the use and
abandonment of tetraethyl lead plants. In 1996, Ecuador prohibited the use of tetraethyl
lead (TEL), a lead27 gasoline additive, in its fuel due to the severe environmental and
health risks it creates. However, the use of this product was not discontinued for ten
years. In the late 2000s, a plan was developed for the dismantling, remediation and
abandonment of the TEL Additive Plant, which at the time contained a total of 67.91
tons of TEL.

A full fourteen years after its prohibition, the dismantling and

remediation of the plant has not occurred and the 67 tons of TEL remain in the tanks of
the plant without the required precautions to contain it, such as providing the proper
insulation protections (DIAPA 2010: 22-24).28
However, oil spills and other industrial accidents are the most formidable sign
of the refinery’s disrepair. In August 2004, a gas line exploded, releasing high
intensities of acid gas that formed a cloud of smoke above the southern neighborhoods.
The gases lingered for several hours, causing symptoms of nausea, vomiting, dizziness
and other respiratory ailments in nearby residents, and the schools in the area had to be
evacuated (Jurado 2006b). As recently as January 2011, a shortage of electric fluid that
caused valves in the refinery to malfunction sent gas spewing out of the refinery’s
torches and into the city. City inhabitants, especially those living near the refinery,
once again were subjected to intolerable smells that caused symptoms of dizziness,
vomiting, and other ailments. One health center, Subcentro de Salud No. 1, registered
300 patients who came to the hospital to be treated for respiratory problems the same

28 The refinery hired an outside company, SEGUAMBIENTE S.A., to handle the dismantling,
remediation and abandonment plan. However, the company was unable to produce an environmental
license for processing of hazardous waste to DINAPA and General Superintendent of REE had to
suspend the dismantling operations (DIAPA 2010).
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day (La Hora 2011d). These are just a very few examples of the regular explosions of
gases that occur in the refinery.
A 1990 study claims that a 1984 oil spill of 1,800 barrels was the largest
industrial accident of the refinery up until that time (Jurado 2006A: 175). By 2004, oil
spills had become increasingly more frequent. By 1991, the refinery and leaks in the oil
pipeline had cause an estimated 59,000 barrels of oil to be spilled into the Teone River
(GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 52, citing a Fundación Natura report). The frequency of spills
has continued to increase. On July 10, 2010, the refinery spilled 1,300 barrels of oil into
the river. According to local newspapers, it was the 15th oil spill in just two years (La
Hora 2010b).
However, the largest oil disaster occurred on February 26, 1998 when leaking
oil and gas lines created an explosion that burned down large portions of the
neighborhood La Propicia 1 and killed at least twenty people. At nine in the morning
of the day of the explosion, heavy rains and landslides caused the crude oil and gas
pipelines to burst, causing approximately 16,000 barrels of crude oil and gasoline to
leak into the Teone River.29 Smaller oil spills from earlier in the week and the routine
overflow of treatment pools of the refinery added to the leaking oil and gas from the
pipelines. By nine pm residents could smell powerful fumes of gases and shortly
thereafter the spilled fuels combusted and created a huge fire that followed the Teone
River, wrapped around neighborhood La Propicia 1 where the Teone River meets
Esmeraldas River, and continued along Esmeraldas River until it reached the sea at the
northern most point of the city. The fire burned from around nine or ten o’clock in the
29 The exact amount of crude oil and gasoline that leaked into the river is debated. Acción Ecológica
cites between 8,000 and 16,000 barrels of crude oil plus an unknown quantity of gasoline were spilled.
Gordillo cites that 16,000 barrels of crude oil were spilled, without giving reference to the gasoline
(Gordillo 2008, Acción Ecológico Alerta No. 50).
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night until six in the morning the next day (Gordillo 2008: 62; Acción Ecológica Alerta
N. 50).
The impact of the fire was disastrous. Over a hundred houses were destroyed
and many more were partially destroyed, seventy people suffered from second or third
degree burns, and at least twenty people were killed and several others disappeared.
Most of the disappeared were children who were thought to have jumped into the river
in a mistaken attempt to save themselves. For instance, one woman said that her
daughter, not realizing that the fire was coming from the river, jumped into it in order
to save herself from the fire already burning on the land.

She was never found

(Gordillo 2008). In the days after the fire, residents demanded that the authorities
conduct a search of the river for dead bodies, believing their missing children to have
met the same fate (Acción Ecológica Alerta No. 50). Residents also suffered from
psychological damages, including feelings of asphyxiation, nightmares and chronic
headaches.

There were also increased health impacts, including skin and allergy

problems (Gordillo 2008).
The fact that the spill was allowed to reach such extremes before Petroecuador
reacted reveals the extreme negligence of the company. According to Acción
Ecológica, the valves of the oil and gas pipelines were not turned off until 10:30pm –
after the explosion occurred. Also, residents were never informed about the oil spill or
warned of the potential for such a huge explosion. Acción Ecológica documents the
story of one female resident who was already asleep in her house when the fire first
ignited. She woke from the noise and commotion outside. Upon seeing the large fire,
she only had enough time to wake her children and flee from the approaching fire
(Acción Ecológica Alerta No. 50). Many other residents, though aware of the strong
smells and patches of oil in the river, continued with their daily activities because, as on
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La Propicia 1 resident, Eduardo, told me, “it was the bread of every day.” While it is
true that residents noticed the patches of oil in the river and smell of gas, they did not
react because of the regular frequency of small oil spills.
The fire that burned La Propicia 1 was not the last. Rather, fires occur within
the refinery on a regular basis (see, for example, La Hora articles, “Se produce Incendio
en refinería de Esmeraldas”, 6/29/06, “Incendio en tanque deja dos heridos en
Refinería”, 11/11/09 and “Alarma ante posible incendio en Refinería”, 12/26/09).
While most fires are contained in the refinery itself, some have escaped or ignited in the
rivers themselves, continuing to scare and threaten nearby residents. In fact, the Obispo
of Colegio Angel Barbisotti, once located at the edge of 15 de Marzo closest to the
refinery (300 meters away), finally decided to move after various close calls and at least
once having to evacuate the school due to a fire that threatened to reach it (Engelman
2010: pers. inv. and Hoy 2006). Instances such as these show the continued neglect
and deterioration of the refinery and its related operations, and the constant danger they
pose to nearby residents.
POVERTY, HEALTH & HUMAN IMPACT
As many residents and government workers alike agree, further environmental
studies, comprehensive and independent, are vital to develop our understanding of
environmental pollution and contamination in Esmeraldas. More critically needed is
accurate health data and epidemiological studies that explain the health impacts the
refinery and other industries have on Esmeraldas’s population. The 2010 DIAPA
environmental audit of the refinery attempted to gather health data on the adjacent
population in order to include it in the audit. It cited health studies that found higher
rates of cancers in Esmeraldans than in other coastal cities’ populations, and looked at
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the number of patients registered with cancer in a particular year, but ultimately
concluded that no useful studies exist that are able to accurately describe the health
problems in the population related to the exposure to toxic substances (DIAPA 2010:
67).
Similarly, the GEO Esmeraldas report attempted to draw correlations between
environmental studies and health information. Reviewing the few health statistics kept
by the hospital and health centers in Esmeraldas, it cites respiratory problems, parasites,
diarrhea, and skin problems as the most common illnesses in Esmeraldas, which may be
caused by industrial or domestic contamination (GEO Esmeraldas 2006: 70). The
report estimated that six out of every ten children in Esmeraldas suffers from some type
of acute respiratory system. It also compared health statistics at the two main health
centers in the city. It found that the Subcentro de Salud #2, which serves mostly
residents of the Barrios del Sur, had registered a higher number of incidences of
respiratory problems than the health center located more centrally in the city (GEO
Esmeraldas 2006: 72). Nonetheless, the lack of specification with which the hospital
and health centers track patients’ health information makes it difficult to draw clear
conclusions on the industries’ impacts on the health of nearby residents or assess the
overall health of the population more generally. (For example, the health centers collect
information on the number of patients that are diagnosed with respiratory ailments, but
do not specify the type of respiratory ailment.)
Finally, the IFA Corporación para el Desarrollo de la Producción y el Medio
Ambiente Laboral (IFA Corporation for the Development of Production and Work
Environment), is perhaps the only organization that has performed epidemiological
studies in Esmeraldas to evaluate the impact of the refinery and other industries on the
health of nearby residents. In 2006, IFA performed a comparative study analyzing
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benzene, toluene, and xylene levels and chromosomal aberrations of residents of three
different neighborhoods in Esmeraldas (“exposed areas”), including 15 de Marzo, La
Tolita, and one other Esmeraldan neighborhood further away from the refinery, and of
one neighborhood, Tonchingue, 30 kilometers outside of Esmeraldas (“control area”).
While residents of all areas are exposed to and contain levels of all the elements tested,
the study found higher levels of benzene and nickel in the exposed areas, in addition to
higher levels of all types of chromosomal aberrations that were tested for (Lopez et al
2006).
Another study measured nickel levels in urine samples of refinery workers,
children from four schools close to the refinery, and children from one school 25
kilometers from the refinery. It found the school children who went to a closed school
(“una escuela de tipo interado”) by the refinery – meaning they live and go to school
by the refinery – to have the highest levels of nickel (11.648 mcg/e) and that the
children who went to school furthest away from the refinery had the lowest levels of
nickel.30 Yet, other studies have blurred the connection between industries and health
problems in the surrounding neighborhoods. For instance, one study conducted a
questionnaire on respiratory problems to compare rates of asthma and asthmatic
symptoms (wheezing and difficulties speaking) in children attending different schools
throughout the city. It found that children in the industrial area had lower rates of
asthma and asthmatic symptoms.31 While this study found overall high rates of asthma
30 This study also demonstrated that the refinery workers have the lowest levels of nickel (2.739 mcg/e).
The authors attribute this to the stacks pushing air pollution to outside areas. Also, the study states that
containing a nickel level greater than 2 mcg/l constitutes exposure and greater than 10 mcg/l as “very
exposed”.
31 One of the neighborhoods studied in the Barrios del Sur was La Tolita, which is considered to be one
of the more affluent neighborhoods in the city, despite its location adjacent to the industrial complex and
Teone River. Additionally, these results are based on questionnaires and not actual health tests. In the
nickel study, a questionnaire was also performed and it did not find a correlation between those with high
levels of nickel and illnesses associated with high nickel levels.
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and asthmatic symptoms in Esmeradan children, it cited poverty as the main correlate
(Harari et al. 2004).
Despite the mixed results of these studies, in an interview with the principal
author of these three studies and the head of IFA, Raul Harari insisted that the refinery
has disastrous effects on the health of Esmeraldans, especially those living closest to
the refinery, and that this impact is something that “everybody knows.” Harari claims
that several other studies have been carried out that measure the rates and effects of
pollution, but that Petroecuador does not permit the dissemination of these studies. In
particular, Harari claims that he participated in a 1995 environmental impact study in
collaboration with a Swiss organization in Esmeraldans, but that this study was
destroyed and hidden from public view.32

32 In what can be understood as underscoring Harari’s comments, I spoke with various residents who
indicated that they or someone they knew participated in studies in the past and expressed frustration
because they never heard the results of the studies or ever heard back from those performing the studies.
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Figure 3.5 River cleanup after 2010 oil spill
This existing evidence of environmental contamination, combined with the
scientific understandings of the ways in which the contaminants produced by the
refinery, Termoselectricas, and CODESA impact health, suggests that residents in
Esmeraldas suffer serious health consequences. Significantly, it is clear that issues of
poverty exacerbate the effects of contamination as people continue to depend on
contaminated resources for their daily activities, such as drinking, bathing, washing
clothes, and recreation, making the idea that pollution does not affect the health of
Esmeraldans even less tenable. One of my most alarming and poignant moments in
Esmeraldas was when I saw young women and girls washing clothes in the river
alongside oil clean-up crews after the 2010 oil spill.
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Figure 3.6 Girls washing clothes next to oil cleanup workers
The scarcity of information on the role of contamination for the health of
Esmeraldans reveals the disregard given to the wellbeing of those living near the
refinery. It is important for health institutions to more carefully document health
problems of Esmeraldans, because Esmeraldans have a right to understand how the
industries affect their health. Moreover, as many residents claim, scientific evidence of
the health impacts would serve to mobilize the citizenry and the local government to
stand up against the refinery, and would also provide required information to prove
their claims in a court of law.

But the scarcity of information underscores the

importance of listening to the voices and experiences of residents of the Barrios del Sur.
My next chapter will explore the stories and experiences of residents whose lives are
impacted by contamination, while addressing questions of local knowledge and
uncertainty residents hold regarding contamination and health.
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Chapter 4: Cognitive Liberation? Local Knowledge, Perceptions,
and Uncertainties Regarding Contamination and Health
The near absence of attention given to the health of Esmeraldans, especially
those living near the refinery, requires that special regard be paid to local perspectives
and experiences of contamination. Additionally, the ways in which neighborhood
residents understand pollution and its effects on their health and wellbeing may directly
impact the ways in which they respond to such problems. This chapter looks at how
local knowledge, perceptions, and experiences inform the ways residents of the Barrios
del Sur think about contamination in order to analyze if these perceptions lead to
collective action or a lack thereof. I first review two sets of theorists and cases: one
which posits that local knowledge and understandings of contamination enable
residents to challenge government agencies and other scientists who demean the
significance of living amongst multiple toxic sources; and an opposing case theory
which suggests that residents in contaminated communities often become “uncertain”
about toxic risks due to the mixed messages of government agencies and other outside
forces, thereby preventing them from challenging pollution. I argue that elements from
both sets of case theories are evident in Esmeraldas: residents are uncertain about
various aspects of environmental contamination and health, but ultimately connect
pollution to their health problems, thereby leaving the possibility for collective
challenges possible.
*

*

*

The identification and interpretation of a common grievance or injustice is
commonly considered a central requisite of the start of social movements or other
collective mobilizations. Critiquing prior social movement theorists that overlooked
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the role of grievances in the start of social movements, Doug McAdam (1983) carefully
distinguishes between the “objective” existence of grievances and their “subjective
perception” by those who hold them. He argued that “cognitive liberation,” or
collectively defining “oppressive conditions…as both unjust and subject to change” is a
“crucial process in the generation of insurgency” (McAdams 1983: 34).

For

“contaminated communities” (Edelstein 1988), this means that residents at the very
least would need to identify contamination as a health (or other) problem and injustice
and believe that there are collective solutions to such environmental and health
problems.
Many commonly known environmental justice cases reveal moments of
cognitive liberation in which the spread of local knowledge regarding pollution’s health
effects has played a role in a communities speaking out against polluting activities in
their neighborhoods. In environmental justice cases in the U.S., processes parallel to
cognitive liberation have been cited as the first step on the path to challenging harmful
activities. For instance, in Phil Brown’s study (1992) of community activism and
“popular epidemiology” surrounding childhood leukemia in Woburn, Massachusetts, he
identifies a common “set of stages of citizen involvement.” In the Woburn case, and
other environmental justices cases reviewed, Brown observes that activism around toxic
health issues first starts off with individuals noticing the harmful effects of pollution
and then moving from individual to collective perceptions (269). Residents in Woburn
began to notice more and more kids getting leukemia, setting off a chain reaction of
activism. Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster also document a series of environmental
justice cases where residents discover or “awaken” to toxic waste dumps, such as in
Kettleman City or Buttonwillow, when they piece together the common health
problems in their communities. In all of these cases, residents were able to challenge
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scientific/professional forms of knowledge and ultimately advocate for better health
policies and/or the closure of harmful facilities.
In these cases, the search for citizen-scientist information and activism
regarding environmental harms stems from community members’ or residents’ firsthand experiences with contamination that builds “local knowledge” of contamination
and health.

Jason Coburn describes local knowledge as when residents obtain

“evidence” of contamination through their lived experiences and the “evidence of one’s
eyes tested through years if not generations of experiences,” (Coburn 2003: 421). It
takes into account the “social contexts, networks and subjective understandings that tell
the complex story of what it means to live with environmental exposure and disease
burdens” (Coburn 2005: 5-6).
Coburn argues that local knowledge is distinct from professional knowledge
because of who holds information (community members), how evidence is gathered
(experientially and “mediated through cultural tradition”), what causes evidence to be
deemed credible (seeing with one’s own eyes or hearing stories first hand), and where
and by whom evidence is tested (in community discussion or narratives) (2003: 421).
In many environmental justice cases, residents have relied on their local knowledge to
make strong assertions about the effects of contamination and stand up to polluting
industries and the environmental agencies that have failed to protect them.
While at times local knowledge and perceptions of contamination may spawn
activism or otherwise force policy makers to pay attention to important humanenvironmental issues that would otherwise go unnoticed, they also may lead to
misunderstandings about health and “naïve or even detrimental environmental, public
health, and development decisions” (Coburn 2005: 7). Residents do not always clearly
identify environmental harms and their health consequences, and this inevitably
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prevents cognitive liberation from occurring and the potential of a chain reaction of
activism to follow from it (Auyero and Swistun 2009). In their book that addresses the
absence of social protest in a highly contaminated informal settlement called
Flammable, Javier Auyero and Déborah Swistun (2009) instead find that
misconceptions and doubts about the sources and effects of contamination permeate the
way in which residents’ think about contamination. The authors assert that rather than
experiencing cognitive liberation, residents often suffer from “ignorance, error, and
disagreement” and have “doubts about the origins, extents, and effects of toxins” (358).
These errors and doubts take on different forms, such as blaming children’s
environmental health problems on their behavior and the inadequacy of parenting,
mistaking power lines as a major carcinogenic instead of oil storage plants, and
thinking of contamination as something black and white that people have or do not
have.
Auyero and Swistun argue that the doubt and confusion found in Flammable
residents’ talk of contamination and health is, in part, created through the discourses of
actors who are more powerful than the citizens themselves and who send contradictory
messages about the effects of contamination. Toxic beliefs or experiences are rooted in
places and routines, “[b]ut perceptions of hazards are also manipulable, susceptible of
being molded by the practical and discursive interventions of powerful actors” (Auyero
and Swistun 2009: 144). These actors include entities such as the state, media, and
doctors. For the various levels of government, industrial pollution is treated “as a
problem whose solution is always someone else’s responsibility,” (2009: 100).

This

continual denial of responsibility, the state’s starting and stopping investigations, and
its overall “averted gaze” to the human suffering created by living with industrial
pollution foster doubt and misunderstandings (Shephard-Hughes in Auyero and
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Swistun 2009: 101). Doctors who are ignorant about contamination focus on “disease”
rather than taking a more holistic approach to wellness and illness. They provide
contradictory statements regarding contamination’s effects on residents, and ignore the
anxiety and suffering created by the threat of environmental harms furthering residents’
confusion. This “toxic uncertainty” contributed to the inaction of Flammable residents
in the face of environmental contamination.
Both Coburn’s local knowledge and Auyero and Swistun’s concept of toxic
uncertainty show that the way people interpret and understand their lived experiences
of contamination – both the knowledge they draw from it and the uncertainty that it
produces- shapes how communities or neighborhoods respond and (fail to) address
those problems. While Coburn illustrates that through local knowledge communities
may at times be able to add to or counteract government agencies and scientists that fail
to look at the big picture of environmental risk and the human suffering caused by
contamination, Auyero and Swistun show that they may fall victim to the mixed
messages or diminishing attitudes of government agencies and scientists. In order to
begin to understand how residents surrounding the refinery in Esmeraldas respond to
and mobilize around environmental health risks, it is necessary to first explore how
they view and understand the effects and sources of contamination. To provide such
local perspectives, I will now turn to how residents of the Barrios del Sur talk about,
understand and experience contamination.
LOCAL KNOWLEDGE, UNCERTAINTY, & TOXIC EXPERIENCES IN ESMERALDAS
Just as Coburn notes that local knowledge is obtained through the “evidence of
one’s eyes,” residents of the Barrios del Sur “know” the pollution and contamination is
there because they see it every day (Coburn 2003: 421). Contamination is a constant
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presence in the lives of Barrios del Sur residents. Like in the case of Flammable, the
visible signs of contamination are often so omnipresent that no one can deny its
presence. “We live here under a cloud of smoke in 15 de Marzo,” Wendy tells me.
Climbing to the top of the hill at the edge of the neighborhood on any day, or peering
from any second story building, you can see smoke billowing out of the stacks of the
refinery and of the electric plant and slowly move over 15 de Marzo.
Similarly, Milton, a resident of 15 de Marzo who also taught at a school that
was once located at the edge of 15 de Marzo closest to the refinery, notes that the
“flame” of the refinery is always burning. “Sometimes there is a great amount of
smoke.

And even though all of the smoke rises, later it falls on all of the

surfaces…You can see that all of the surfaces are stained. That’s how it is day and
night. And if you have the window open you can’t see [the smoke] coming in, but after
a good while everything is dusty. Everything is covered in dust… When [the school
was still located in 15 de Marzo], we would come to give classes and we’d find the
seats covered with this dust. Like sand, you know? Black sand.” Residents also point to
evidence of acid rain as a sign of the constant contamination, especially mothers who
complain that their clothes are stained if they do not pick them up from drying outside
when it starts to rain.
Residents complain of almost constant smells coming from the refinery, but
frequent mishaps or other irregularities in the refinery also create more acute moments
in which contamination becomes more poignant. Residents describe smells of sulfur or
rotting eggs wafting over the neighborhood, and other times strong smells of gas.
“During the day there are smells that are really unpleasant. And at night, too. They
make you dizzy and even throw up…It affects your respiratory system. You can feel it
burning, you know? Your nasal, your throat,” Milton tells me. At times the smell of
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gas is so bad that it “wakes you up at night and they cannot sleep. There are times when
you can’t even breathe,” Eliana declares. Katya describes the smell as “gas you light in
the kitchen.” The gas “chokes you” and the smell gets so overwhelming that “we light a
fire to get rid of it because that’s really the only way to consume and get rid of it, with
fire.”
Residents of the Barrios del Sur are not only keenly aware of the contamination
that surrounds them, but also attest to the ways in which it drastically affects their
health and well-being.

Residents cite a series of health consequences caused by

pollution, including allergies, skin problems, cardiovascular diseases and a host of
respiratory problems.

One day while sitting at Jenny’s house with Wendy, her

granddaughter of about two years old sits on her lap, finicky and crying. “Right now I
am having problems with this one,” she tells me. “She started breathing like this.”
Jenny makes the sound of struggled, exasperated breaths. “I have to go all the time to
the clinic to get her medical assistance. I’ve already been twice this week. The doctor
told me it is because I live so close to the refinery.” Jenny’s complaint is typical.
Residents describe children as being the most afflicted by problems of contamination;
asthma and respiratory ailments are particularly prevalent.
Katya also describes her son being born with respiratory problems and the
hardships it caused her. “Because of the gases and the refinery and all that, my baby
was born with respiratory problems and I had to give him a horrendous treatment. I had
to go to Santo Domingo because my son was going to die… and have him in
observation for about 6 months. I had to spend a ton of money. Because who’s going
to cover the cost? Nobody around here. In reality, neither the refinery nor anyone else
is going to say, ‘Well, okay, yeah. This was caused by environmental damage.’ And
look, while my son was there I could see him getting better and there was hope. It’s
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because my son was a newborn, and when babies are just born, their bodies are pure. So
then they start to absorb those gases and they start to have difficulties in their bodies
and you see a lot of problems.”
Also related to respiratory ailments, people frequently refer to the high
prevalence of “allergies” and “flu” [gripe] that affect many residents, especially kids.
Jenny’s complains that her oldest son suffers from “gripe” when there are gases
released and notes that “it’s not really gripe, it’s something that makes him go around
sneezing and who knows what gross thing it is- he breathes ugly [anda estornuda y no
sabe ni que mismo una crasa- respira feo]. Aleida notes that her students are “always
with respiratory problems, always with the flu” and when she brings her own children
to the clinic it is also “always for problems with the flu.” Gases from the refinery and
electric plant are considered the primary causes of such ailments.
Other “allergies” include the constant skin ailments from which children of
Barrios del Sur suffer. Aleida describes one small child as frequently having fungus,
noting “his skin gets thick, thick in the center” [La piel gruesa, gruesa para el centro].
She blames allergies for the frequent absences of one of her students, claiming she
cannot go out of the house at times. Children often have immediate skin reactions to
contaminated water or releases of gases. Residents speak of children who always have
rashes from swimming or bathing in the contaminated water of the rivers or ocean.
Jenny tells me about three siblings that live down the street from her and attend her
school that, having a greater level of poverty and therefore no access to potable water,
regularly bathe in the river water, and as a result have pimples and lumps on their heads
and faces. “All three of the kids get this. So we have to prepare something with grass,
with I don’t know what, put something on it, try to cure it there in the school. Because
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the health clinic [subcentro] doesn’t cure them. But there in the school we have to do
all that it possible to find the old [remedies] and cure them.”
Because much of the refinery’s waste is dumped into the ocean, many residents
recognize that the beach is also contaminated and many would not go there to swim.
Aleida describes a recent visit from her grandsons in which she decided to take them to
the beach in Las Palmas. Her grandsons were playing in the sand and then went for a
swim, but then had to get out the water because one of the grandsons broke out into a
horrible rash. “His skin was so thick, we didn’t know what to do. And how it itched
him!”
While studies are occasionally released that find that the ocean, river, and air are
polluted, residents rarely have access to this kind of information. Yet, they know it
anyway because they experience it. Aleida knows the ocean is polluted because when
she takes her grandsons they get rashes. Jenny knows the river is polluted because her
students, too poor to have access to any other form potable water, come to school with
bumps and strange growths on their heads. Milton feels his eyes, throat, and lungs burn
with gases from the refinery, while Katya has to help her baby son breath with a
ventilator.
But the most alarming of problems caused by industrial pollution is the risk of
industrial accidents, including fires, gas leaks, and oil spills. Eduardo recalls noticing
pools of oil in the river while playing football the night of the 1998 fire that would
destroy half of his neighborhood (see Chapter 3 for details of fire), but neither he nor
the other players stopped playing the game out of concern. “It was a regular occurrence
to see small oil slicks…no one paid attention” [como era costumbre a ver las manchas
de petróleo…nadie puso atención]. But since the explosion, Eduardo, who was burned
in the fire, explains that “I am always have a nervousness.” [tengo un nervio]. Talking
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about the 1,300 barrels of fuel oil that spilled just days before, he tells me “this is the
bread of everyday. It doesn’t surprise us anymore, but there is always worry.”
Other residents outside of La Propicia 1 are also nervous about experiencing
similar disastrous effects. Jenny explains that one of the hardest parts of living so close
to the refinery is the constant threat of fire. “Living by the fire,” she tells me, “you can’t
be right. You can’t concentrate well or sleep. Look, I could go to work and don’t know
if the neighborhood was burned down because there are frequent fires in the refinery.”
From information that is spread by those who work inside the refinery, she knows that
internal fires are an even greater regularity than the fires that are large enough for the
nearby neighborhoods to take note of.
TOXIC UNCERTAINTY OR FORMS OF KNOWING?
While at times residents are able to pinpoint the connection between
contamination and negative health effects, such as asthmatic symptoms or skin
irritations, residents are often left with a more ambiguous and general sense of “just not
being right” or “having contamination.” Neighbors believe their bodies are constantly
receiving “bad treatment” [un maltrato] and that the contamination is slowly killing
them. While they often cannot discern the precise effects of contamination on their
bodies, they are left with an unwavering belief that much of their health problems are
caused by pollution and contamination.
People especially worry and speculate about how contamination affects the
genetics of their children. Residents describe many children as, “just not being born
right.” Aleida notes that some of her students “have learning problems that make it
difficult for them to learn math” and wonders “if it is the same problem that affects the
[baby’s] chromosomes from a mother’s womb…because we have problems like that
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here… There are more and more genetic deformations.” Aleida also wonders if her
husband’s exposure to contamination from the refinery is the cause of her own
children’s “genetic deformations.”

Two of Aleida’s children suffer from Fanconi

Amenia, a genetic disorder that causes bone marrow failure and carries a high risk of
developing cancer (“What is faconi anemia?”). She describes them as “having problems
with their blood” and that they “are just sickly.” She believes that this it is a genetic
mutation common in African-descendants.
Well, you know my husband is black, but his family never had [health]
problems. They were healthy! So we don’t know to what extent this same
situation [of contamination] damaged us. It’s that my husband and the other
[teachers] worked there close to the refinery. And they were there for 36 years
with this contamination.
Despite her uncertainty and the lack of a clear connection between pollution and her
children’s Franconia Amenia, Aleida sees that children, including her own, are being
born with more and more problems and she connects these patterns to industrial
pollution.
Katya also illustrates the way in which residents connect issues of health and
contamination despite the lack of concrete or scientific information: “Ninety-nine
percent of the people that die, it is caused by those gases. There are a lot of people that
say no, but I am sure that it is true- because the life span is getting shorter here. Look, a
kid of 25 years came down with a cold because of the gases and really his body is
completely intoxicated because it’s the lead that goes directly into the blood. When
your body accumulates the toxins it…starts to debilitate. The defense system of your
body doesn’t work anymore. And your cardiovascular system already doesn’t function
– [it causes] heart attacks. So people die of blood problems, problems of too much
lead, or from not having normal circulation of the blood that then causes a heart attack.”
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Aleida’s and Katya’s statements demonstrate that there is likely many
misunderstandings and erroneous beliefs about how contamination affects people’s
health. But, as Coburn suggests, holders of local knowledge are much less concerned
about the specifics or technical rationality or “hard evidence” of causal models.
Instead, residents “draw from their experiences of seeing their own or a neighbor’s sick
children, combined with observations of industry smoke stacks and foul odors, to piece
together credible evidence” (Coburn 421). What is more important is that children are
being born with more and more genetic deformations and people are dying too young.
Ultimately, residents believe that contamination somehow slowly debilitates your body
and causes disease, death, and unhealthy newborns.
THE ROLE OF HEALTH STUDIES & LEAD TESTS
Despite the inaccessibility of health information, the few studies that do exist
and the manner in which those studies have been carried out influence community
members’ perceptions and understandings of the way industrial contamination
influences health. Petroecuador, as well as the power plant and wood plant, is largely
self-monitored. Even large portions of federal audits of the refinery have to a large
extent been built off the self-reporting of the refinery itself. Consequently, residents
have little trust in what most environmental and epidemiological reports say (if they
ever have access to the information at all). But more commonly, according to residents,
city representatives, and epidemiologists, studies are never released and stay hidden
behind Petroecuador walls. This is also believed to be true for the Ministerio de
Ambiente, or the Department of the Environment, which is the country’s federal
environmental agency. In fact, one of the most common complaints I heard is that
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residents participated in studies conducted by Petroecuador, scientists and university
students, but never heard the results or what happened with the studies.
On the other hand, residents often talk of the epidemiological studies conducted
by IFA and the statements the head of IFA himself made about epidemiological and
environmental studies in Esmeraldas exemplify these problems. As explained in
Chapter 3, IFA is one of the only institutions that have carried out epidemiological
studies in Esmeraldas, at least independent of Petroecuador (though it has also worked
with the company). While in some respects the IFA studies seem weak, they represent
typical manifestations of the uncertainties of scientific work in which epidemiologists
are reluctant to make strong causal statements linking disease to environmental factors
(Brown 1992: 271). At least one of Harari’s studies points to poverty rather than
proximity to the industrial complex that produces disease (Harari et al. Chap 3). Harari
makes a careful distinction between industrial pollution creating chronic illness and
saying that the refinery is killing people, and admonishes studies or NGOs who do the
latter. In fact, Harari had harsh critiques of the 2006 study carried out by Jorge Jurado
and the European Union (although most people I spoke with considered it to be the
most valid study) because he feels that they approached the study with the intention of
denouncing the contamination, and therefore did not maintain appropriate objectivity.
Yet at the same time, Harari repeatedly stated that everyone knows that Esmeraldas is
polluted and the river is poisonous from all of the oil spills and that people are suffering
the consequences. He knows that the government has thrown out studies, (some he has
participated in and others not) precisely because of the damning information they
contain (Engelman 2010: pers. inv.)
Harari insists that IFA goes through a public process of disseminating the
information found in his studies, but residents disagree. In fact, Wendy claims that she
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had to go to a conference in Quito where IFA presented and demanded a copy of the
report, something I heard her repeat to several people. This, for Wendy, stands as just
another example of how no one is looking out for the well-being of her community and
how outsiders exploit them.

This report found that Esmeraldans in “exposed”

neighborhoods had higher rates of chromosomal aberrations than in the control
neighborhoods, and suggests that pollution may be one of the causes and ultimately
calls for more studies to be done. Yet, Wendy takes the study as unequivocal evidence
that the pollution is affecting the future.
Lead tests comprise another area of studies in which Esmeraldans encounter
conflicting messages, but ultimately take the [conflicting or weak] evidence as grounds
for accusation against the industrial pollution.

Many residents believe that most

residents of Barrios del Sur, or people who work there, have lead in their blood despite
the fact that most people have not been tested for lead. Instead, residents rely on the
few lead tests that have been carried out to deduce what it means about their own health
and the health of other people in their neighborhoods. People tell stories of neighbors
who fall ill or babies who are born with health problems and one of the first issues that
doctors find is lead in the person’s blood.
In 15 de Marzo, the lead tests carried out by the teachers of Colegio Barbisotti
are infamous. Colegio Barbisotti used to be located at the edge of 15 de Marzo that is
closest to the refinery, but around 2002, following a large fire in the forest that buffers
the refinery from the neighborhood threatened to reach the school, the bishop who ran
the school decided it was time to move. In hopes of obtaining the refinery’s help with
the move and provide some sort of compensation, the school decided to carry out lead
tests of the teachers and some of their family members to see if they could maintain a
case against the company. When I spoke with mothers in 15 de Marzo and then
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teachers at Colegio Barbisotti, everyone agreed that almost all of the teachers had tested
with high levels of lead. They also told me that the teacher who tested with the highest
levels had died of cancer just a few years after the lead test.
But when I finally spoke with the director of the school, his story about the lead
tests was quite different. Instead of repeating the same story about the lead tests once
again, he said that only a couple of the teachers tested with lead levels that were high
enough to be considered above the normal limit and, by recommendation of a lawyer,
the school didn’t sue Petroecuador or even push the company to incur any of the costs
of moving the school. This was because the lawyer had said that the only worthwhile
evidence was lead tests, and without this there were no grounds to sue. Accordingly,
the school moved on its own and never took the issue up with Petroecuador. Once
again, we see that though community members may hold misinformation about
“scientific” studies, they take such studies as support of what they already believe about
health and contamination based on their local knowledge.
After the 2010 oil spill, a group of Guayaquil lawyers came to Esmeraldas to
propose to the neighborhood coalition organization in the Barrios del Sur that residents
sue Petroecuador for the damage the oil spill and oil activities more generally had
caused them (see the following chapter for more details on the oil spill). A meeting
was held between the lawyers and the representatives of the organization, during which
the lawyers explained the general process of the lawsuit and the representatives had the
opportunity to ask questions and express concerns about it. The plan presented was for
UOSAFE to gather a large number of residents who would also sue individually.
During the evidentiary portion of the lawsuit, the lawyers’ office would do medical
examinations to find which residents had illnesses relating to industrial pollution. Only
the people who were found to have illnesses would continue with the case and those
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who did not would be dropped. At one point in the meeting, the vice-president of
UOSAFE, Carlos, questioned this logic. His comments are revealing:
Carlos: Look, what is going to happen is that… the technicians are going to
come and tell us who has illnesses caused from pollution– and what I
understand what you are saying is those who don’t test with certain illnesses
[que no tiene resultado] don’t have anything to sue for.
Lawyer: Right, because if they aren’t affected, what can they sue for?
Carlos: Exactly, but then the thing is in Esmeraldas we are all badly screwed
[mal jodido]…. I only dare to think what- Look, I work in an organization that
is in Ciudad de Los Muchachos [a neighborhood by the refinery.] At various
times, international volunteers have come to work in this organization. And I
remember that this one time there was a young woman and she only stayed for
one and a half years and then went back to her own country, where she became
ill. They did tests and one of the first things they found was a high level of lead
in her blood. And it made me think, if she was only here for only one and a half
years and she has lead in her blood- Wew! Me living here all my life by the
refinery, how is my blood?
Wendy: It is producing lead! (laughing)
Carlos then delves into a long list of problems that Esmeraldans have suffered
because of the refinery – the expansion, the daily smoke, the disasters and oil spills, and
so on. Then he finally declares, “Look, we have so much knowledge of what has
happened in the refinery that we would have a whole book to write about it!” When
Carlos shows his discontent that people need to prove they have illnesses caused by
contamination, he shows a refusal to accept that only those who have scientifically or
medically proven illnesses are considered to be suffering and are deserving of
compensation. Carlos’s statements demonstrate that, even without studies that directly
link their own health to industrial contamination and without knowing specifics about
their own health, residents use their own knowledge and experiences to link
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contamination to their health suffering, and rather use studies or scientific analyses to
corroborate what they already know.
In the Barrios del Sur, residents are neither “citizen experts” carrying out their
own forms of science to challenge pollution or doubtful and confused about the
negative impacts contamination has on their bodies. Rather, residents recognize
contamination and understand that contamination has grave impacts on their health,
despite the widespread confusion and misinformation in regards to specifics of
contamination. Ultimately, residents attribute the cause of their health problems to the
refinery and other sources of industrial pollution. This recognition of a common
grievance fulfills the necessary first requisite in McAdam’s theory of cognitive
liberation and may act as a basis for popular mobilizations. Next, however, we need to
consider whether Esmeraldans act on those beliefs in order to change the commonly
defined injustice. The following chapter will evaluate the mobilizations patterns in
Esmeraldas around issues of contamination.
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Chapter 5: Collective Action and Social Protest
Around Contamination in Barrios del Sur
On July 10, 2010, 1,300 barrels of fuel oil leaked from the refinery’s storage
tanks and spilled into the Teone River, eventually spreading into Esmeraldas River.
Being the third oil spill in less than a year, residents of the Barrios del Sur were
outraged and worries over issues of pollution and contamination grew (La Hora 2010c).
In 15 de Marzo, a meeting was held just days after to discuss how to deal with the
pollution and to vent frustrations over the oil spill. Though only about twenty residents
attended the meeting, it was clear that there was great concern about the oil incidence.
It was decided that a meeting should be held with the mayor to discuss their concerns
regarding the oil and other environmental proposals (specifically, a reforestation project
being promoted by Wendy that people felt would help “counteract” some of the
negative impacts of the refinery).
That same night, two UOSAFE members, Eduardo from La Propicia and
Wendy from 15 de Marzo, met with lawyers who came in from Gauyaquil to discuss
the possibility of the neighborhoods using the oil spill as an opportunity to sue
Petroecuador. The lawyers presented the idea of gathering residents so that they could
file a large number of individual lawsuits. The entire UOSAFE organization met with
the lawyers two weeks later in order for their concerns regarding the case to be
discussed, and another meeting was held with the 15 de Marzo neighborhood residents.
UOSAFE members collected the necessary documentation in order for the case to be
filed.
Simultaneously, the municipal government was preparing a lawsuit against the
oil company. In the cases that made it to the court, the company was asked to provide
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$90 million worth of public works and reparations in damages, including the
construction of a hospital in the Barrios del Sur, recuperation of Teone River, and
construction of sewage systems and sidewalks and tree planting in the surrounding
neighborhoods (La Hora 2011e). In both interviews and community meetings I
attended, members of UOSAFE and residents were cautiously hopeful about the
prospects of a lawsuit. While some hoped to win financial compensation for oil
burdens, others were more optimistic about “bringing Petroecuador to a dialogue table”
so they could come up with methods for Petroecuador to mitigate the effects of
contamination.
This was the only challenge that I saw residents of the Barrios del Sur raise or
plan against Petroecuador in my brief time there. There were no demonstrations or
other forms of public indignation at the oil spill, and, despite increased anxieties about
the risks posed by the refinery, life continued as normal. When I returned the following
summer and asked Wendy about the case, she said it was still in the evidentiary
process. While she was a leader in getting the case started, she clearly was no longer
actively involved in pursuing it.

How typical is this case in Barrios del Sur? What

does it say about residents’ beliefs in collective action and their ability to engage in it?
In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to take a longer look at the
recent history of mobilizations in the Barrios del Sur. In doing so, it is evident that the
July 2010 oil spill was not the first incident that prompted neighborhoods to sue
Petroecuador over issues of pollution and health, nor was it the first time such actions
became stuck in the evidentiary stages of a lawsuit and abandoned. A review of the
recent history of mobilizations in the Barrios del Sur around issues of health and
contamination reveals that residents are also at times willing to take up bolder, social
protest activities to have their demands heard, but also more regularly engage in less
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contentious forms of collective action to get their demands met. They have repeatedly
sought out both compensation for environmental harms through public works and
mitigation of environmental harms.

However, they have only been (partially)

successful in receiving the former.
*

*

*

As shown in the previous chapter, local knowledge links pollution and
contamination to various health problems and negative impacts on the well-being of
residents of Barrios del Sur and Esmeraldans more generally. Residents equate various
health problems with industrial and city pollution, including respiratory ailments, skin
diseases, premature death and genetic deformations in children. They also cite the
refinery and other oil activities as the primary cause of such ailments, while
recognizing a role of the power plant and sanitation concerns throughout the city in
environmental and health problems. Accordingly, the first component of cognitive
liberation – the collective identification of a grievance- is fulfilled (McAdams 1982).
This also marks a first departure from Auyero and Swistun’s (2009) findings in which
“toxic uncertainty” prevented residents from taking a collective stand against
contamination and for the relocation of the neighborhood.
McAdams (1982, 2000) argues that the second component of cognitive
liberation that leads to social protest activity is optimism that collective action can
relieve a grievance, in this case the public health consequences environmental
contamination. However, in the case of Flammable, it is the lack of faith in collective
action that stands in the way of collective action. Because of their “collective disbelief
in collective action” (Auyero and Swistun 2009), residents do not believe that collective
actions will solve environmental or health problems in the neighborhood, and therefore
they do not engage in it. This chapter will explore how residents of the Barrios del Sur
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view collective action, and to what extent and how they do engage in social movement
activity to address issues of environmental contamination and health.
FORMS & CATEGORIES OF COLLECTIVE ACTION
Before returning to collective activity in Esmeraldas, it is helpful to clarify a
few different terms and categories relating to collective action and social movements.
Social movement theorist Charles Tilly defines collective action simply as “ people’s
acting together in pursuit of common interests” (Tilly 1978: 7). In social movement
literature, collective action can at times include such benign activities as “bingo
tournaments and football matches” (Tarrow 1998: 4). However, contentious collective
action is differentiated from more everyday forms of collective action because “it
involves disruptive direct action against elites, authorities, other groups or cultural
codes…[it is] marked by interrupting, obstructing, or rendering uncertain the activities
of others” (Tarrow 1998: 4).33 It is carried out by groups that, in one way or another,
normally have little political influence and/or are left out of regular decision making
processes.
The most common form of contentious collective action is political or social
protest, which “refers to the act of challenging, resisting, or making demands upon
authorities, powerholders, and/or cultural beliefs and practices by some individual or
group” (Goodwin and Jasper 2006: 3). Contentious collective action and social protest
reach the level of a social movement when such activity is sustained for a significant
(though undefined) period of time (Tarrow 1998; Goodwin and Jasper 2006). Here, I
refer to mobilizations as any series of collective actions that do not necessarily
constitute the sustained and prolonged actions of a social movement.

33 The author, Sidney Tarrow, actually uses the term “collective challenge.”
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Most

mobilizations or social movements are comprised of both contentious and noncontentious collective action.
Tarrow (1998) further describes the difference between collective action and
contentious collective action, and how they relate to social movements, as:
Collective action takes many forms – brief or sustained, institutionalized or
disruptive, humdrum or dramatic. Most of it occurs within institutions on the
part of constituted groups who act in the name of goals that would hardly raise
an eyebrow. It becomes contentious when it is used by people who lack regular
access to institutions, act in the name of new or unaccepted claims and behave
in ways that fundamentally challenge others. It produces social movements
when social actors concert their actions around common claims in sustained
sequences of interaction with opponents or authorities….Contentious collective
action is the basis of social movements…because it is the main, and often only
recourse that most people possess against better-equipped opponents (Tarrow
1998: 4).
In the Barrios del Sur, residents have participated in several types of contentious
and non- contentious forms of collective action to address issues of environmental
contamination. While various forms of collective action in any given mobilization
often occur simultaneously, there are three categories of collective action that
repeatedly arise in the area’s history of mobilization around issues of industrial and
domestic forms of contamination.
1) Negotiation & Dialogue – Negotiations constitute a more routine form of (noncontentious) collective action in which residents push for the city or industrial
facilities to provide services or mitigate contamination in some other way.
Negotiations are regularly sought by going through institutionalized channels,
such as contacting the city’s community development department, which is
dedicated to dealing with neighborhood requests, or going through the proper
channels in industrial facilities to request community projects. Negotiations
also include going outside of the institutionalized channels and making calls and
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putting pressure on other contacts residents may have in the city or industrial
companies. While these can be purely individual actions, there are often
community meetings and decisions behind them and at times other forms of
contentious collective action to support them. Often times, the goal of other
forms of collective action is to reach a dialogue, i.e. to have face-to-face
meetings with the city or industries in how they can meet the needs or demands
of residents.
2) Litigation – At various times, neighborhoods or other official groups have sued
the government, or Petroecuador more specifically, for contamination and
industrial accidents. While this is technically an institutionalized channel, it
involves powerful challenges to state powers and can allow disadvantaged
groups to make new or radical claims. It therefore can constitute a form of
contentious or non-contentious collective action depending on the particular
case. As the following discussion will reveal, litigation is often necessarily
combined with social protest activities to help make litigation successful.
3) Social Protest Activity – Social protest activities include more defiant and
public activities, such as marches, demonstrations, strikes, or other public
displays of outrage or defiance. These activities move beyond institutionalized
channels of placing pressure and demands, and they often come with high risks
to those who participate.
The following case history reveals that residents of the Barrios del Sur have
repeatedly engaged in all three categories of collective action to take on issues of
environmental contamination.

However, they have done so in specific ways and

through specific demands. The following section discusses the types of claims residents
of the Barrios del Sur have made in regards to environmental contamination and health.
86

TYPES OF ENVIRONMENTAL & HEALTH CLAIMS IN ESMERALDAS
In many environmental justice cases reviewed by various scholars, residents
make demands for the closure of industrial facilities, neighborhood relocation, the
cleaning up of neighborhoods, significant pollution control measures to be taken to
mitigate environmental harms, and/or compensation for environmental burdens (see for
example Brown 1992; Wright 2005; Cole and Foster 2001). In the Barrios del Sur
residents pursue both routine forms of collective action and less frequent contentious
forms of collective action to pursue their claims. These claims repeatedly ask for
benefits (i.e. reparations or compensation) from being impacted by industry and
protection from its harms. While compensation in the form of public works may appear
as token gifts and missing the point of environmental contamination, it is important to
keep in mind that the lack of public works and sanitation services are huge components
of environmental contamination.
Demands are limited to these claims at least in part due to the limited options
available to residents of the Barrios del Sur. First, demanding that the refinery be
moved is not a realistic option because oil is too important to the national economy for
the refinery to be closed. It makes up half of the country’s revenue and is used to pay
off the country’s massive international debt. Despite the high degree of disrepair in the
refinery, it is the largest industrial complex in Ecuador and the country has invested
millions of dollars in it. Additionally, the country has invested in the massive
infrastructure to go with it, such as multiple pipelines and ports. Clearly, it is hardly
realistic for the refinery to move anywhere and it is unclear if Esmeraldans would want
it to move. While the refinery did not bring prosperity and the great number of jobs to
local people as it had promised, it remains an important employer in the city and many
people would not likely want it to be closed or moved.
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Another logical request would be for the state or oil company to pay for the
relocation of the most impacted neighborhoods, a resolution that appears to be
suggested as the best option in Flammable. But as I have discussed in earlier chapters,
residents cannot be moved – there is just nowhere else for them to go, especially where
they would be better off. The natural topography limited the ways in which the city
could grow (although some of this could have been avoided through the forward
thinking of building a bridge across the Esmeraldas River) and areas north of Barrios
del Sur are already highly densely populated.

The more recent areas of growth

southeast of the Barrios del Sur on the road to Atacames are arguably in a worse
situation. They lack the most basic of services, including a sewer system, and at least
during my first summer of fieldwork, it was actually these groups were more intensely
involved in social protest activities. Residents would hardly be better off if they
relocated there.
The case of Colegio Barbisotti demonstrates the lack of choice available to
residents.

Unlike most residents, the school was able to buy land in another

neighborhood to get away from the imminent danger of the refinery. They bought land
along the banks of the Esmeraldas River, which is polluted with discharge from all the
city’s sewer systems and with oil from the refinery and power plant. Not only does the
school now sit on the banks of a contaminated river: many of the areas along the
riverbanks are also considered some of the most dangerous in town. Several people in
15 de Marzo asked me if I was scared when I visited the school- to them higher levels
of crime and drug addiction was worse than living under the stacks of the refinery. But,
even if there were places to move to, residents already put their lives into building their
houses and their neighborhoods and 15 de Marzo is much better off than it was twenty
years ago. As one resident told me: “I think what you have to do is try to live [convivir]
88

with the bad. Because when someone already has their property here it not easy to say:
I am going to leave from here. No, what you have to do is try to defend this, right?”
Without being able to move the refinery or themselves, residents are left with claims of
compensation and pollution controls.
HISTORIC CASES OF ENVIRONMENTAL ACTION
This section looks at four different mobilizations in the Barrios del Sur and
Esmeraldas, including mobilizations around the La Propicia 1 fire, the construction of
the OCP pipeline, a series of demands for services and pollution controls in the Barrios
del Sur in 2002, and against the annexation of a section of the Esmeraldas province into
Pinchincha. However, before turning to this case history, it is important to highlight the
integral role of collective activity in the past and continued development of the Barrios
del Sur, especially in 15 de Marzo. As discussed in Chapter 2, the settlement of the
neighborhood through land takings was in large part a collective activity. Residents of
neighborhoods did not individually push the government into providing basic services
and improving the school, but did so through group activity. When in early times the
neighborhood was threatened by gangs, the residents got together and organized a civil
response in the absence of a police presence. Most recently, residents have organized
and pushed for the pavement of roads and construction is now underway in 15 de
Marzo. This is not to inflate or idealize the growth of informal settlements, but solely
to connote the importance of working with one’s neighbors, in the absence of state
interventions, to improve the daily lives of residents. Life is inherently collective.
Of course, these examples of collective activity cannot be equated with
contentious collective action that challenges authorities or other power holders. They
are reiterated here only to show that many Esmeraldans see collective activity as a
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necessary part of solving many of their problems precisely because of the absence of
the state, and collective action is most often used to make up for that absence rather
than challenge it. Moreover, residents of the Barrios del Sur have participated in many
moments of contentious collective activity. The following section will describe a few
of the more important mobilizations that have addressed environmental contamination
and health.
Responses to the 1998 La Propicia 1 Oil Spill & Fire: Legal Cases & Social Protest
Activity United
In February 1998, a fire caused by simultaneous leakages in two different
pipelines burned the La Propicia 1 neighborhood, killing more than twenty people,
injuring more than one hundred, and destroying several hundred houses (see chapter 3
for more details). The indignation and outrage created by the disaster spawned the
most significant and prolonged, and to some extent successful, mobilizations over
environmental contamination and risk in the history of the city. After the fire, residents
of La Propicia 1 organized community leadership and on March 8 they filed a lawsuit
against Petroecuador, suing for $35 million dollars’ worth of public works for the
environmental and human damages caused by the oil spill and subsequent fire, and for
the implementation of measures to reduce pollution and risks to public health and
safety34 (Gordillo 2008: 157). Here, we see the two-sided demands for compensation
through public works and the mitigation of pollution. The case was rejected at the first
two levels of court and appealed to the Supreme Court; the residents finally won the
case on October 29, 2002. The neighborhood was awarded $11 million (less than the
amount originally sued for) in public works. The sentence also required that security

34 Lawsuits were also filed by other neighborhoods, but these cases were lost.
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measures be taken in the REE and other oil infrastructure in order to prevent other
environmental harms (Gordillo 2008: 77-8).
Though this battle was technically played out in the courts, more contentious
forms of collective action, or social protest activity, accompanied the legal actions.
Frequent public demonstrations and acts of protest were believed to be an important
component of winning the case. Additionally, acts of protest continued even after the
case was won due to a myriad of delays in the actual implementation of the award.
The first public display of protest and indignation against the fire occurred on March 2,
1998. Just before the case was filed, a group representing unions, political parties, the
church, and neighborhood organizations carried out a march. The march was not
originally intended to be about the fire, but rather to protest a host of crises the city
faced. However, the fire became a centerpiece of Esmeraldans’ complaints. Because
fire and health services were grossly inadequate, protesters at the front of the march
held a firefighter’s hose to symbolize their outrage about the fire and the inability of the
city to respond to such disasters (Gordillo 2008: 65).
After the second attempt in court was lost, the plaintiffs in the case traveled to
Quito to hold marches and demonstrations in front of the Supreme Court. They also
made a public display of turning in documentation to the Supreme Court’s Complaint
Commission [la Comisión de Quejas de la Corte Suprema] (Gordillo 2008: 69).
Various other marches and demonstrations were held in Quito in front of the offices of
Petroecuador and the Supreme Court to keep the case in the public light and put
pressure on the judicial system to decide in the neighborhood’s favor (Gordillo 2008:
69). A number of demonstrations were also held on various anniversaries of the fire,
usually ending in front of Petroecuador offices in Esmeraldas.
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At times, residents of La Propicia 1, and other residents of Barrios del Sur in
support of the neighborhood, participated in bold, contentious forms of protest. Perhaps
their boldest and most defiant form of protest occurred on July 20, 2000 when a group
of 400 people from different neighborhoods in the south, including residents from 15 de
Marzo, built a barricade to block one of the refinery’s discharge drainage channels
(canal de desfogue) that let out in the Teone River. The protesters had walked carrying
stones, soil, sticks, cement and other materials to the outlet point. The event had been
planned for several months, and the participants even provided documentation about
the contamination to the police, navy, and army, who they managed to persuade not to
intervene (Gordillo 2008: 69). In a protest challenging the slow implementation of the
award, La Propicia 1 residents, joined by Mayor Estupiñán, blockaded the two roads
leading to the refinery entrance by burning tires and creating barricades from dirt,
thereby preventing gas and asphalt from being transported to Quito (El Universo 2004
and Widener 2008: 191).
Despite the success in court and the significant mobilizations, nine years after
the judicial victory the court order has yet to be fully implemented. The first set of
works began in 2004, including the construction of sidewalks, curbs, home sewer
connections, and infrastructure for potable water, and a second set were inaugurated in
2007, including an electric network, telephone lines, a children’s nursery, maternity
unit, educational center, and community center [casa comunal]. This only accounted
for $2.5 million of the $11 million awarded. The works were delayed by a series of
conflicts and difficulties with outside institutions that were supposed to help support the
neighborhood, along with conflicts inside the neighborhood itself. Importantly, the
second part of the award that required environmental mitigations was never
commenced.
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Figure 5.1: Streets in Propicia 1 paved through court award
From the start, the award produced confusion and misunderstandings among
residents, many of whom did not understand that the money could only be used in
public works (Engelman 2010: pers. int. and Gordillo 2008). Eventually, grave conflicts
arose within the community and there was a sharp division in leadership, putting a halt
to any progress in carrying out the award. The conflict reached its highest levels when
one of the opposition leaders in the neighborhood was murdered. The former president
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of the neighborhood, who led the community throughout most of the conflict and who
had been integral in the court case and supportive mobilizations, was blamed for the
murder and forced to leave the city. In my interviews with residents, many believed
this conflict was created by Petroecuador. Fortunately, the neighborhood has recently
begun to reorganize and has elected a new neighborhood committee and discussions
with Petroecuador are once again in process.

Figure 5.2 Nursery in La Propicia 1 built through court award
The history of the La Propicia 1 case illuminates the ability of Esmeraldans to
carry out (contentious) collective action, but also the immense difficulties and
complications in obtainig social justice. The case reveals that successfully standing up
against something, as difficult as it is, does not necessarily bring about the desired
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change in the end. The carrying out of public works proved to be extremely
complicated and residents continued to have to confront their oppressed role at every
step in the process. Overseeing changes in the refinery – out of their direct site and
requiring immense amount of technical knowledge – is an even greater (and perhaps
outright unrealistic) expectation.
2002: A Year of Mobilizations
The summer of 2002 stands as a time of multiple mobilizations against the
persistent issues of industrial pollution and contamination, the neglect of government
and lack of city service in the Barrios del Sur, and a stand against the annexation of part
of the province of Esmeraldas into another province, a political move seen as the
further perpetuating the marginalization and unfair treatment of Esmeraldas by the rest
of the country.
Social Protest Activities & Negotiation to Demand a Sewer System & Other Basic
Services in the Barrios del Sur:
In the spring and summer of 2002, a series of gas releases caused by broken
machinery led to a wave of acute health problems for residents of the Barrios del Sur,
including vomiting, burning of the eyes and lungs, and skin irritations (La Hora 2002a).
At the same time, residents were reaching a point where they could no longer live
without a sewer system and were fed up with promises to provide much needed basic
services. The septic tanks most residents relied upon were already beyond capacity,
creating rampant public health issues and increasing rates of infant mortality (La Hora
2002b). Accordingly, residents of the Barrios del Sur (and at times other areas in
Esmeraldas) organized to demand an end to the contamination being created by the
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refinery and to demand the installation of a sewage system and other basic public
infrastructure.
In early June, hundreds of residents from the southern neighborhoods held an
assembly to discuss how they could pressure the government and Petroecuador to
resolve the issues of industrial and domestic contamination35 (La Hora 2002c). Shortly
after, residents engaged in a series of social protest activities.

The southern

neighborhoods blocked the only road into the city for two hours to demand solutions to
environmental problems caused by the refinery. Students joined neighborhood
representatives and they marched from the roadblock to refinery. Delegates from the
Barrios del Sur also traveled to Quito to obtain reports from the Petroecuador’s
environmental management office, and met with city officials and held protests on
numerous occasions outside of its offices, while residents back home in Esmeraldas
continued to place pressure on local government (La Hora 2002a, d).36
Simultaneously, residents of the Barrios del Sur mobilized to demand a sewer
system. Collective actions were primarily aimed at the municipality, who residents
believed had access to funding to start installing a sewer system but was not moving
quickly enough to get the work done.

However, they also aimed actions at

Petroecuador because residents felt that the company was responsible for the health
problems in the surrounding communities and should therefore help provide important
public works and health projects, especially the continuation of a medical brigades
project (La Hora 2002a, b). These mobilizations directly linked the need for a sewer
35 Petroecuador was also to provide the city with $12 million to be used in the construction of the sewer
system. Residents wanted to ensure that the city carried out the works in a prompt manner once the
money was provided (La Hora 2002c).
36 At the same time, la Asociación de Negros del Ecuador (ASONE) carried out marches in the city
center demanding a sentence be provided for a the case they had filed in May 1998 against Petroecuador
for contamination and harm caused to public health be sentenced (La Hora 2002e, f).
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system, sidewalks, and roads with issues of industrial contamination, as they were
together seen as harming residents’ health, especially children’s (La Hora 2002b). The
neighborhood groups were successful in obtaining funding for and the installation of
the sewer system, which was almost entirely completed by March 2003, and some
neighborhoods also gained other infrastructure projects, such as potable water. The
sewer system was built with a variety of funding, including from Petroecuador, the
State Bank (El Banco del Estado), the OCP consortium (discussed further below),
several other state agencies, and the municipality (La Hora 2002c, g, h). Nonetheless, a
water treatment plant was supposed to be built but this never materialized.
While there were many different neighborhood organizations involved in these
mobilizations, UOSAFE played a significant leadership role.

The group initially

formed to organize a second set of August 5 celebrations (a commemoration of the day
Esmeraldans joined the fight for independence) for the southern neighborhoods, but
decided to build upon the connections between members to help their communities gain
basic services they saw were much needed, such as the sewer system, water, and paved
streets and to demand a stop to pollution. According to Eduardo, one of UOSAFE’s
first fights came when one of the group members learned of REE’s plans to construct a
large wastewater discharge channel that would discharge into the Teone River.
Petroecuador claimed the wastewater would be treated and therefore harmless, but
considering the past history, the UOSAFE members did not believe them. Eduardo
claims that through their protests, they were able to talk with Petroecuador and they
were successful in preventing the construction of the channel.
However, this represents a rare instance when pollution mitigation or prevention
was achieved.

UOSAFE and other neighborhood groups have been much more

successful in obtaining public works and community project than ensuring that the
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refinery install pollution controls. But, these successes were limited and UOSAFE has
not generally been successful in achieving pollution mitigation measures. Nonetheless,
they look back at the initial time period as a time of great strength and unity as they
recall nights sleeping on the streets and waking up to police standing over them and still
not backing down. While understanding the limits of the gains, members of UOSAFE
view their neighborhoods as drastically improved now that there is a sewer system and
other basic infrastructure. They take pride in the fact that they contributed to the fight to
obtain the sewer system and that they have managed to obtain smaller projects for their
communities from Termoesmeraldas, Petroecuador, and the city, including casas
comunales, nurseries, and school items. They feel these works at least provide some
compensation for the harm, as minimal as they understand it is.

Figure 5.3 UOSAFE Community House in financed by Petroecuador”
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The Case of the New Oil Pipeline: Negotiation & Dialogue
The shape and form of demands placed by the city and residents of Esmeraldas
to the construction of the Oleoducto de Crudos Pesados (Crude Oil Pipeline, or OCP)
provide another illustrative example of how Esmeraldans deal with pollution and oil
activities. This example shows that, when possible, they use dialogue and negotiation as
the principal way of ensuring that their neighborhoods’ needs are met. As discussed in
Chapter 2, the OCP project was the construction of a second pipeline running from the
Amazon to Esmeraldas and part of a national initiative to be able to pump more oil
from the Amazon to the coast for export. The money would mainly be used to pay off
international debt. A consortium of international companies financed the project that
was announced in 2000. Patricia Widener (2009; 2011) documents the different
reactions and forms of resistance that took hold in communities along the pipeline
route. Tellingly, she writes that Esmeraldas’s demands were different from other
locations along the pipeline because they never attempted to stop the pipeline from
being built or entering the city. Rather, they demanded compensation for the increased
risk associated with the greater amount of oil flowing through the pipeline (Widener
2011) and rather than “mobiliz[ing] as a united force against OCP…they united with
the local government to seek compensation,” and do so primarily through negotiations,
not protest (Widener 2011: 192).
Mayor Ernesto Estupiñán saw the OCP project as opportunity to receive much
needed investment in the city, especially by providing basic services in the Barrios del
Sur, and he sought negotiations with the OCP consortium. According to Widener, the
consortium’s receptiveness to negotiations was seen as a marked difference to normal
dealings with the state owned refinery and a chance to finally benefit from the oil
industry rather than to just suffer the consequences of its presence.
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The mayor

eventually reached an agreement with the consortium that ensured the construction of
the pipeline provided work to the city’s residents and invested $4.5 million in public
works, including improved roads, two hundred latrines, improved construction for
potable water, and constructed a sewer system in the Barrios del Sur (La Hora 2002i).
The OCP consortium also conducted a feasibility study for a burn unit, thereby
contributing to its construction, something that was much desired after the 1998 fire
and the center of many ongoing community demands.
Residents, in particular those from La Propicia 1, did participate in several
marches and demonstrations to demand that there be reparations for the pipeline or an
outright stop to it (Gordillo 2008), but most residents of the Barrios del Sur placed
pressure on city government to ensure they would receive benefits from the
construction of the pipeline. They did this in a manner similar to how they would
otherwise push for the provision of services, such as requesting public meetings and
attempting to gain access to city officials through personal contacts. Neighborhood
groups met with the mayor and pushed for their inclusion in the negotiations with the
OCP consortium and that they be kept informed and updated. Significantly, while the
case of the OCP pipeline represents mobilizations that are primarily based on
negotiations, residents used the OCP negotiations as leverage to have other demands
met. On various occasions, they threatened to block the construction of the pipeline to
force the city and Petroecuador to listen to the residents’ demands and follow through
on promises (La Hora 2002j).
The shape and form of organization surrounding the OCP project are important
because they show first and foremost that Esmeraldans acknowledge the inevitability of
oil activities. Therefore, they want benefits from the oil activities as compensation for
the harms it generates, and they also want protection from the harms such activities
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presents. The OCP project reveals how they most often work to achieve those goals,
by placing pressure on the city and demanding a voice in how oil money is spent and
what happens in their communities. When possible, residents work with rather than
against the city government to realize their demands.
The La Concordia Strike & Blockade: Social Protest Activity
A final instance of mobilization, though not about contamination, is worth
mentioning. In July of 2002, around the same time as the mobilizations by the Barrios
del Sur demanding mitigation and provision of basic services and as the city’s
negotiations regarding the OCP, another longer, more contentious form of collective
action ensued. This was a month long strike and blockade to prevent the annexation of
La Concordia into the Pinchincha province, which was a response to the prefect of
Pinchincha’s proposal for its annexation. Ownership over the land was long disputed
between the Pinchincha (home of Quito) and Esmeraldas provinces. The proposal
elicited widespread outrage throughout the province because Esmeraldans saw the
proposal as “just another attempt by ‘Pichinchanos’ to steal away their province’s
natural wealth, and to undercut the Esmeraldan economy further by appropriating taxes
from the African palm industry,” (Walmsley 2004: 50).
In an unprecedented union between diverse political parties, civil organizations,
neighborhood organizations, and government representatives, 3,000 Esmeraldans
blocked the roads in and out of the city and held a permanent vigil in front of the
refinery gates while the issue was being debated in congress in Quito (Walmsley 2004
and La Hora 2002k). Residents of UOSAFE and the Barrios del Sur showed up in large
numbers. The blockade prevented the transport of gas from the province to the rest of
the country and slowly shut down oil operations as oil storage tanks reached capacity.
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While the rest of the country had enough gas reserves to go about life as normal,
significant amounts of money were lost from the slowdown in production (Walmsley
2004). Most importantly, Esmeraldans showed their capacity to unite and force the
nation to pay attention to their demands.
ANALYSIS OF MOBILIZATIONS
The history above demonstrates residents’ use of the three forms of collective
action outlined in the beginning of this chapter: negotiation and dialogue, litigation, and
social protest activity. Multiple forms of collective action are used in each mobilization
and one form of action often supports another form. In particular, the La Propicia 1
case was based upon a lawsuit, but bolder forms of social protest activity were critical
in ensuring that the case was carried through court. Social protest activity has been
used at various points to demand that the court award be carried out (although less
successfully). The 2002 mobilizations, combined with the OCP negotiations, show the
interweaving of protest activity with more common forms of negotiation between the
city and residents. Residents are often seeking negotiations through social protest
activities.
Secondly, the case history reveals that collective challenges usually occur after
major incidents. For instance, in 2002, a series of gas releases from the refinery helped
to set off some of the outrage at environmental contamination. At the same time, the
negotiations occurring around the OCP pipeline provided the residents a greater basis to
demand services from the city. The La Propicia 1 case, of course, was based on the
largest accident in the history of the oil in Esmeraldas. It was also the first time
Esmeraldas had received national and even international attention. This instance may
have provided the political leverage to Barrios del Sur residents that political
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opportunity theorists see as a necessary requisite for the start of social movements (see,
for instance, McAdam 1982, Tilly 1978, Tarrow 1998).
As already discussed, the residents of Barrios del Sur have repeatedly made
claims regarding environmental contamination by demanding (1) compensation for
environmental harms, usually in the form of public works, and (2) pollution controls
and mitigation to reduce the harm to human health and well-being. This is seen in the
two-pronged demand of the La Propicia lawsuit and also in the mobilizations in 2002
that first united various leaders in the Barrios del Sur. Because Esmeraldans rarely
challenged the construction of the OCP pipeline, it highlights that residents (and the
city more generally) seek compensation for oil burdens rather than demanding that oil
burdens be eliminated.

While demands for pollution mitigation controls are not

prominent in these mobilizations, most residents saw the refinery, not the pipeline, as
the major environmental threat.
In both routine forms of collective action and less frequent contentious forms of
mobilization, residents repeatedly ask for benefits (i.e. reparations or compensation) for
environmental and health impacts created by industry as well as protection from the
harms of the industry.

This was demonstrated in particular in the La Propicia 1

proceedings and the frequent mobilizations carried out by Barrios del Sur residents in
2002. They have been partially successful in receiving benefits (sewer systems have
been built, community houses and nurseries received, etc.), but have been entirely
unsuccessful in gaining real protections from environmental harms. It is not that
demanding compensation and protection is not part of their “collective discursive
repertoire” (Auyero and Swistun 2009: 136) - they just rarely manage to obtain them.
Residents have been at least partially successful in obtaining city services, but
have gained little in the way of industrial pollution controls. The Barrios del Sur is far
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better off than it was at the turn of the century. The installation of a sewer system
drastically improved sanitation and public health, and even small community projects
have contributed to the neighborhood’s development. Even after initial promises of
public works projects, residents had to follow up with the city and industries, at times
requiring them to reorganize or remobilize. Tellingly, a wastewater treatment plant was
never built, meaning that many sanitation concerns remain throughout the city, and
people who depend on the water to do laundry, bathe, or for recreation are especially
affected by the continuing contamination. However, residents’ demands for pollution
mitigation are almost never followed through and these requests often seem to get lost
overtime. While Petroecuador often promises that it is doing all it can behind its closed
doors, there is no evidence of this and public and environmental audits repeatedly find
these claims to be unfounded. The case of La Propicia 1 exemplifies patterns found in
the outcomes of mobilizations around contamination. Only with sustained efforts, the
neighborhood has managed to ensure that some of the public works required in the
case’s award are carried out. But the fact that they haven’t been carried out in full seven years after the initial win in court - shows the extreme difficulty in receiving even
material. Moreover, no part of the second part of the court award, the mitigation of
environmental harms, has been implemented.
The result is that mobilizations tend to be episodic and short lived. Though
residents are always aware of the harms created by industrial and domestic
contamination, they only engage in collective action outside of normal forms of
negotiations after moments when contamination is acutely felt, i.e. after gas releases,
oil spills, and fires, or when specific opportunities provide them the leverage to make
demands, such as the city obtaining funding from the OCP or other government
agencies. But because they don’t result in significant wins or assurances that promises
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or agreements are carried out, the actions dissipate and no true social movement
emerges. Simply put, after years of fights (contentious and non-contentious) it is
difficult to sustain the energy and hope needed to carry collective actions into sustained
social movements, especially for goals that are as complicated and needing of longterm investment and monitoring as pollution controls require.
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Conclusion: Impediments to Sustained Collective Action
This thesis has sought to document the various forms of contamination and
environmental suffering experienced by residents of the Barrios del Sur, the southern
section of Esmeraldas City located in the industrial area of the city. I have presented
and analyzed residents’ perceptions of contamination on their health and how these
relate to their engagement in collective action. In doing so, it has been my hope to
provide a space for the voices and experiences of the people in the Barrios del Sur and
to bring attention to the often forgotten story of environmental suffering in Esmeraldas
City.
Chapter Two traced the history of the city of Esmeraldas, the development of
the oil industry in Ecuador and its effects on Esmeraldas, and the growth of the
neighborhoods in what came to be the industrial area of the city. The boom and bust
development of the city created spurts in population growth only later to be matched by
high rates of poverty and unemployment. The population growth was so great that the
city could not keep up with public infrastructure needs, and instead grew in an
unplanned, haphazard manner. Due to limitations of natural topography and poor city
planning, the city inevitably developed around the refinery-power plant industrial
complex.
Chapter Three attempted to lay out the various sources of pollution and
contamination in Esmeraldas City. The main sources of industrial pollution are all
located in the Barrios del Sur, including the refinery and accompanying oil transport
infrastructure, a power plant, and a wood processing plant. There are also a number of
sanitation concerns throughout the city, especially the absence of a sewage treatment
plant, meaning that waste is discharged directly into the rivers that flow through the
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Barrios del Sur and north through the city until it is finally deposited in the ocean.
While sanitation problems have slowly been addressed, industrial contamination,
particularly from the refinery, has worsened. The state of the refinery has deteriorated
at the same time as its production levels have increased, making it by far the greatest
polluter and greatest threat to the surrounding population. Increasing numbers of oil
disasters and various environmental reports act as evidence of this point. While some
reports have connected health issues to contamination, the scarcity of epidemiological
studies shows the disregard for the health of residents and their right to know how
contamination affects their well-being.
Chapter Four turned to the stories, perceptions, and understandings of
contamination and related health problems held by residents of the Barrios del Sur in
order to understand how it relates to residents’ engagement in collective action to
challenge pollution.

It looked to two bodies of theories: one that positioned exposed

residents as “citizen-experts” (Brown 1999) who use “local knowledge” (Coburn 2003)
to challenge contamination in their communities and demand the proper intervention of
environmental agencies. A second theory suggested that residents who experience
environmental suffering and injustice more typically are unable or unwilling to stand up
against toxic pollution. Exposed residents may instead experience “toxic uncertainty”
(Auyero and Swistun 2009) in which doubt, confusion, and misunderstandings may
prevent them from engaging in collective challenges against contamination. In the case
of Esmeraldas, residents reveal that they are often uncertain about the precise effects of
contamination on their health, but they understand that it has extreme consequences for
their health and well-being. Accordingly, toxic uncertainty is not an impediment to
collective action.
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Chapter Five reviewed the recent history of mobilizations to challenge issues of
contamination and related health issues. This chapter illustrated that frequent protest
and other forms of collective activity are engrained in the culture and lives of
Esmeraldans, especially in the Barrios del Sur where they have been more greatly
impacted by the refinery and removed from city services. Residents regularly come
together to push for basic services from the city and from the industrial facilities in their
neighborhoods using more routine forms of negotiation, but they also engage in
contentious collective action, albeit less frequently and for less sustained periods of
time. This chapter also showed that even though Esmeraldans understand the slow
effects of contamination, mobilizations, especially those using contentious collective
action, usually occur after major disruptions in which contamination becomes more
poignant (such as after oil spills, gas releases, industrial fires, etc.).
In both routine forms of collective action and less frequent contentious forms of
social protest activity, residents repeatedly ask for benefits for their exposure to
environmental contamination and protection from its harms. This was demonstrated in
particular in the La Propicia 1 proceedings and the frequent mobilizations carried out
by Barrios del Sur residents in 2002. They are partially successful in receiving benefits
(sewer systems have been built, community houses and nurseries received, etc.), but
have been entirely unsuccessful in gaining real protections from environmental harms.
It is not that demanding compensation and protection is not part of their “collective
discursive repertoire” (Auyero and Swistun 2009: 136) - they just rarely manage to
receive them.

The lack of success leads to demobilization.

The result is that

mobilizations in Esmeraldas tend to be episodic and short lived.
But why is it that mobilizations in Esmeraldas are not effective and therefore
unable to be sustained? The reasons for lack of success are likely manifold and some
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may be particular to the different claims that are being made: compensation and
mitigation of environmental harms. I suggest here that at least part of the problem in
generating success is related to two interrelated deficiencies in mobilizations in the
Barrios del Sur (and Esmeraldas more generally) (1) lack of diffusion and (2) the
inability for individual communities, especially low-income, marginalized communities
that lack resources, to oversee the complicated and highly scientific process of pollution
mitigation.
The lack of movement diffusion, or more simply the spread of the movement,
may be one reason why mobilizations for reparations and mitigation of environmental
harms have not been successful. While social movement literature often uses the term
“diffusion” to signify the spread of general movement activity (i.e. the civil rights
movement spawning the women’s movement within the U.S.), I am using it more
narrowly to signify the spread of support of the cause in Esmeraldas. The diffusion of
mobilization activity is important in order for a movement or potential movement to
broaden its base so that the (generally politically weak) challenger group gains greater
political clout. Finding supporters outside of Esmeraldas is particularly important with
issues regarding the refinery because of oil’s importance at a national level and because
many of the decisions about oil are made in Quito and Guayaquil. (In fact, Esmeraldans
are much better at mobilizing successfully around issues where city government can
actually resolve their issues.)
According to social movement theorists, mobilizations spread along lines of
established networks (Koopmans 2007: 26; McAdams 1982).

Networks enable

participants in mobilizations or potential movements to recruit members, spread
information, and garner other kinds of organization or resource support. The “strength
and breadth” of communication networks and infrastructure “largely determine the
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pattern, speed, and extent of social movement expansion. Both the failure of a new
movement to take hold and the rapid spread of insurgent action have been credited to
the presence or absence of such an infrastructure” (McAdam 1982: 46). The expansion
of communication networks “beyond local boundaries” allows movements to “emerge
and develop past the point of occasional, spontaneous uprising[s]” (McAdams 1982,
quoting Freeman, 1973:804).
While residents of the Barrios del Sur built up strong connections between
leaders of the various neighborhoods within the sector, their networks have largely
remained limited within the city, thereby preventing diffusion of their mobilizations
and causing them to remain as only the sporadic uprisings that Freeman describes.
Because of the persistent marginalization and isolation of the city, it is likely that
Esmeraldans contain few connections with supporting organizations on a national level.
Even if some groups have significant ties relating to the Afro-Ecuadorian organizations,
the Afro-Ecuadorian social movement has mostly focused on issues relating to rural
areas, at least when raising concerns about environmental issues (a subject I will return
to below), and have not been mobilized around issues of environmental contamination.
Moreover, the type of claims that residents of the Barrios del Sur have made
regarding contamination may have further impeded residents’ ability to connect with
people outside of Esmeraldas. Residents have often sought to frame compensation
claims in the form of public works, inclusion in development processes, and benefits
from work in oil activities; i.e. what Patricia Widener (2007 and 2009) calls “dignityin-life” claims.

These claims integrate economic concerns and overall issues of

community well-being into environmental claims and bring in demands for public
infrastructure that may otherwise seem unrelated to environmental issues. According to
Widener (2009), such claims “appear both too byzantine as well as too localized to
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garner sustained international support” (35); they also may not lead to national support.
In other words, because compensation is not an attractive issue to outsiders, especially
environmentalists, it is hard to take the issues outside the boundaries of the city,
something that would be necessary for the problems of contamination in the Barrios del
Sur to truly be resolved.
A second, but closely connected factor preventing residents from engaging in
successful mobilizations is the mere complexity of environmental solutions. Without
options of plant shutdowns or neighborhood relocations, residents are left with making
demands for pollution controls. It is important to note that residents have won legal
protections from environmental harms. Policy changes (fought on a national level) and
court cases (fought by residents in Esmeraldas) theoretically obligate the refinery and
other industrial facilities to mitigate and protect the health of residents. Pollution
controls, especially for facilities as complicated as refineries, are overly complex. It is
not something that is intuitive or something that should be expected for lay people to
know or understand, especially people living in poverty where many people have low
levels of education. It is a giant leap from residents being able to understand the
nefarious impacts of pollution on health to being able to monitor pollution mitigation
on their own.
Even in the work of Coburn, Tesh, and Brown, residents may become “citizen
experts” or “popular epidemiologists,” but they nevertheless work alongside
professional scientists and ultimately need the support of functioning environmental
agencies. Citizen activists are not expected to miraculously be able to solve complex
problems such as environmental controls (Brown 1992; Coburn 2003), rather “[t]he end
goal for activists is mainly acceptance by government agencies, since they have the
power to act” (Brown 1992: 273). But government acceptance is something difficult
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for Esmeraldan communities to gain because of the state’s investment and reliance on
oil, the lack of cohesion between state entities tasked with regulating environmental
issues, or the inability (in addition to the lack of will) for the government to effectively
enforce environmental decrees.
The fact that one of the strongest and most defiant mobilizations in Esmeraldas
followed the proposed annexation of La Concorida into the Pinchincha province (see
Chapter 5) helps support the argument that it is (at least in part) the complexity of
solving environmental problems that hampers sustained and successful mobilizations.
Esmeraldans sustained a blockade of over three weeks, preventing the transport of
gasoline from Esmeraldas to the rest of the country. Even though they impeded oil
production, this mobilization was not about environmental issues or anything to do with
oil activities at all. The annexation proposal instead stood as a symbol of historic
exploitation of the Esmeraldas province and a distinct moment to stand up against such
exploitation. Yet, the symbolic meaning ascribed to the La Concordia annexation
proposal could have been attributed to issues relating more directly to oil production.
But the La Concordia proposal provided a simplified issue in which demands were
clear and obvious and could be immediately won or lost with a yes or no vote (even if
the issue has been brought up many times before and since then). The claim made in
this case – simply not to annex La Concordia - was attainable and did not require
complex policy and technical decisions or long-term, watchful care. This is in stark
contrast to the difficulties in the long oversight needed in ensuring the refinery’s
implementation of mitigation controls. Additionally, it was an issue the entire state
could mobilize and support. Even though it was mostly Esmeraldans from the city on
the frontlines of the strike, many of them from the Barrios del Sur, they had support
from groups outside of the sector.
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In his book Livable Cities?, Peter Evans (2002) points out the irrationality of
expecting local communities, especially poor urban ones, to be able to effectively carry
through the goals of livability, i.e. to combine “economic livelihood struggles and
sustainability goals,” (2). Communities are unable to do so on their own because
“communities also lack power. As long as they act by themselves, the capacity to
reshape the larger urban environment is beyond them” (15). Rather a synergy of
community, NGO (or other organizations with the ability to make linkages), and
government are all needed to attain such high goals.
In the absence of support from the central government37, the necessity of NGO
support becomes even more essential. Evans describes the need for the support NGOs
(or other formalized groups such as churches, universities and political parties) for
effective mobilization like this: because “[f]or communities to be effective political
actors, they must be able to find allies, either in the form of other, similarly situated
communities or in the form of organizations with an extra local scope…” integration
(internal solidarity) must be complemented by ‘linkages’ (ties to larger-scale
organizations). They must be able to ‘scale up’” (18). NGOs are best situated to fulfill
this role because they tend to have broader networks both nationally and
internationally.
Unfortunately, there has been almost no presence of NGOs working on
environmental issues in Esmeraldas. This is notable because there is a plethora of
environmental NGOs throughout Ecuador. There are many reasons why the city of
Esmeraldas has been left out of the work of these organizations, including the general
37 Evans points out that it is important to not look at the state as a monolithic entity; rather, it has
multiple divisions and acts in contradictory ways. This is evident in Esmeraldas where the local
government is much more likely to back the demands of residents, but often wholly unable to address
them.
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lack of urban, environmental advocacy or activism outside of the major cities. A
second reason is likely the entrenched racism that still exists throughout the country. In
my research in Quito in the summer of 2011, at least twice, representatives from
environmental NGOs told me that Afro-Esmeraldans are difficult to work with because
they are uncooperative and untrustworthy. This indicates that the lack of attention
Esmeraldas receives is at least in part due to racist assumptions many Ecuadorians still
hold regarding Afro-Ecuadorians.
This study has shown that the reason that there have not been sustained
mobilizations against contamination in Esmeraldas is not that residents of the Barrios
del Sur are not cognizant of the contamination around them and its negative effects, or
they do not turn to (contentious) collective action to reach their goal. Instead, the reason
is the complexities involved in solving issues of environmental contamination
combined with the lack of networks outside of Esmeraldas prevent mobilizations from
taking off. Because of this failure in mobilization, environmental claims that go beyond
compensation are unsuccessful. This case shows that often too much weight is put on
affected communities to solve environmental problems. It underscores Peter Evans
argument that local communities alone cannot solve the complex issues of
environmental contamination and liveabilty. Rather, a synergy of community, NGO,
and government actors are needed to address environmental concerns.

Because

countries like Ecuador are often too invested in the profits generated by oil activities, it
makes the role of NGOs even more important. In this vein, NGOs, and the agencies that
fund them, should pay closer attention to issues of urban, environmental issues in Latin
America.
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Appendices
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MAP A: NATIONAL CONTEXT MAP

Created by U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (1991) provided by University of Texas,
at http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/ecuador.html
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MAP B: REGIONAL CONTEXT OF ESMERALDAS

From Petroecuador, Estudio de Impacto Ambiental definitivo expost del area
de generación eléctrica “Refineria Estatal Esmeraldas,” Quito, March 2011,
p. 112.
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MAP C: MAP OF OIL INFRASTRUCTURE IN ECUADOR

From Plan de Desarrollo Local Participativo del Cantón de Esmeraldas, by Municipio
de Esmeraldas and FUNDAMYF, pg. 31, http://www.fundamyf.org/publicaciones.html
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MAP D: CITY MAP OF ESMERALDAS

The yellow-greenarea (Zona 2) represents the southern zone of the city. What I refer to
as the Barrios del Sur includes the sections north of the Teone River and west of the
refinery within this southern zone. Created by Rodrigo Aguilar Zambrano, Arq.
Consultor for the Informe Final Plan de Ordenamiento Territorial de La Ciudad de
Esmeraldas, page 48
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