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Fighting to Save Their Way of Life 
 
In Ireland, the case of the Rossport five highlighted the conflict that can arise when 
big interests clash with those of a small community. Jane Doran travelled deep into 
the Ecuadorian Amazon where she met the Sarayaku, a vulnerable indigenous 
community that have taken on an oil multinational in a bitter ten-year fight that has 
cost them dearly. Photographs by Finbarr O’ Rourke 
 
Hundreds of ants were biting Reinaldo Gualinga’s half naked body. The thick ropes 
that bound his hands and feet were cutting into his flesh. The dirty blindfold around 
his eyes served no purpose as the soldiers had pushed him face down into the pink 
coloured jungle mud. As the kicks and the blows rained down on him, he could hear 
the whirring of the helicopter blades approaching and he became convinced he was 
going to die. 
 
Three years later, sitting on a log outside his simple wooden home, Reinaldo (36) 
recalls the day when he was captured from his village of Sarayaku by the Ecuadorian 
military, and taken to the Argentinean oil company Compañía General de 
Combustible’s (CGC) base and tortured.  
 
Reinaldo’s seven children are squealing with laughter as they play with their pet 
capuchin monkey Machin who is afraid of heights. Chickens run around, a puppy 
chews a tiny blue Wellington on the flattened mud floor. A pot of chicha, an alcoholic 
drink made from maize, hangs from a rusty nail. The air is filled with the raucous 
buzzing of grasshoppers and the sharp noise of clothes slapping against the rocks as 
the Sarayaku women do their washing in a nearby river. Reinaldo is a calm figure 
among all this activity. He hardly moves and speaks quietly; only his hands betray his 
distress. 
 
 He continues to talk about that day in January 2003, “After hours of kicking me and 
beating me in the mud, they threw me into the helicopter. I was very afraid. I was 
alone, and terrified that they were going to kill me. Then I saw three other captured 
Sarayaku men in the back of the helicopter and their presence made my courage 
return.” 
 
Reinaldo, along with Marcelo Gualinga, Elvis Gualinga and Fabián Grefa, was taken 
to the CGC oil base in nearby Chontoa. Reinaldo says they were still blindfolded 
when a group of CGC oil workers demanded to know who was organising their 
resistance: They repeatedly beat them and kicked them for hours when they refused to 
speak. The four were eventually released but Reinaldo was so badly injured he could 
not move for 15 days. 
 
  
 Earlier that day, Reinaldo, along with the entire 1000 strong indigenous community 
of Sarayaku had been patrolling the borders of their 135,000 hectares of legally 
owned rainforest territory. The community had left its village weeks ago and had set 
up small camps along its borders so they could prevent CGC oil workers and the 
Ecuadorian military from making yet another attempt to enter their land and begin oil 



exploration – something the Sarayaku (the people and the territory have the same 
name) vehemently oppose. 
 
 
“If they return, I will go out and defend our land again. We will not accept them here. 
They will destroy our forest, our waters, our community and our lives”, says 
Reinaldo. 
 
Indigenous people make up approximately 40pc of Ecuador’s population and in the 
Amazonian region alone there are seven distinct indigenous groups. The Sarayaku 
people are part of the Quichua Indian community. They live deep in Ecuador’s 
southern Oriente (Ecuadorian Amazon) in the province of Pastaza. They choose to 
live without electricity or piped water to preserve their traditional way of life. Their 
village can only be reached by small plane or a two-day boat journey. 
 
In 1992, the Sarayaku were awarded the legal rights to their land, the state of Ecuador 
however, retains subterranean ownership and it is here the problem lies. To the 
Sarayaku the name of their land is ‘River of Corn’. To the oil companies and the 
Ecuadorian government it is simply Block 23 – an oil concession.  
 
Oil is big business in Ecuador. It accounts for 40pc of the country’s exports but few 
have benefited from the billions of dollars worth of oil underneath the Oriente .Oil 
exploration began in the late sixties when Ecuador had a manageable debt of $200m. 
Now almost 30 years later, the country’s debt is $18bn. The health and culture of its 
indigenous inhabitants are at huge risk and much of one of the most bio diverse 
regions in the world has been ravaged. The Sarayaku are the only indigenous 
community in the Amazon to have successfully prevented oil extraction from their 
territory. 
 
Mario Melo is a lawyer for the Quito-based human rights organisation CDES (Centre 
for Economic Rights) and represents the Sarayaku people.  He left a prestigious 
position as a government legal advisor for a job in which his predecessor Jose 
Cerando was brutally beaten up my four masked men armed with machine guns: They 
told him he would be murdered if he continued to help the Sarayaku people  
 
 Mario says:”The oil companies have been a disaster for Ecuador, for the people, the 
country and the environment. The majority of the money has gone to the transnational 
companies and the money that has been left here has been used for corruption.”  
 
Mario and CDES are currently petitioning the Inter American Commission of Human 
rights on the behalf of the Sarayaku that no oil activities are undertaken on their 
territory without Sarayaku’s prior informed consent. If accepted by the commission, 
the case will go to the Inter American Court of Human rights and a verdict could take 
two to three years. 
 
However, even if the court rules on the side of Sarayaku, it does not mean that its 
orders will be fulfilled by the Ecuadorian government and consequently the oil 
companies. In June 2005, the Inter American Court ordered the state of Ecuador to 
ensure the removal of a tonne and a half of the highly explosive material (Pentolite) 



that the CGC had put in about 600 holes scattered around Sarayaku territory for 
seismic exploration: It’s still there. 
 
 
At the end of 2002 and all through 2003, CGC oil workers and Ecuadorian soldiers 
repeatedly invaded Sarayaku territory. For nine months, hunting, farming, fishing, 
work parties, school and all social activities were suspended as the Sarayaku declared 
a state of emergency. With the exception of only the very young and the very old, the 
community organised themselves in small “peace and life” camps along the borders of 
their territory, determined to protect it 
 
Sarayaku women are known for their strength of character and in December 2002, one 
month before Reinaldo Gualinga was kidnapped, they were called upon to prove this. 
Oil workers wearing yellow CGC jumpsuits accompanied by soldiers had entered 
Sarayaku. Four armed soldiers were met by a larger group of Sarayaku women 
wearing traditional face paint. Some of the woman carried lances, some carried 
babies. 
 
Mother-of-ten Catalina Santi (55) was one of the women present. She says: “the 
soldiers were threatening and beating us with the guns. I thought they would kill us. 
We had to be very strong. We did not let them scare us. We crowded around them and 
took their guns.” 
 
 “We took the soldiers to our houses and kept them there for a week. They never tried 
to escape because we did not treat them badly. We gave them food; which was scarce 
and, shelter. We wanted to make them understand; impress upon them, why we do not 
want oil companies to enter Sarayaku and take out the oil. Some say we took them 
hostage but they entered our land with weapons so we had good reason.” 
 
The months on guard out in jungle took its toll on the Sarayaku. There was very little 
food because there was nobody to hunt or fish the rivers. Fungus covered the 
villagers’ feet after months of living without shelter in the rainforest. The young 
children were alone and hungry in the village or strapped to their mothers backs in the 
damp jungle. 
 
Catalina blames CGC for her arthritic knees. “I hate the oil company. It is their fault I 
am sick now from all those months, hungry, running around the jungle. I think I will 
not be well for the rest of my life. My daughter’s baby died at this time because we 
could not look after it properly.  It is CGC’s fault that my grandchild died. There are 
rumours that they are coming here again but we will resist” 
 
 
 
 The whole community elect the leaders and president of Sarayaku every two years 
but it is a difficult, unpaid and often thankless work. Jose Gualinga (42), one of the 
key leaders of Sarayaku has an air of sadness about his youthful face. He has been 
peacefully fighting the oil companies for 19 years. He would rather be living a simple 
life in Sarayaku than the meetings, marches, court cases, campaign strategies and 
inevitable separation from his family but he has been elected by his community to do 
it, so he accepts his fate. 



 
 He explains that the Sarayaku reach every decision affecting their community by 
consensus in monthly meetings attended by all but the very young. Although they are 
now wholly united in their rejection of oil extraction, it has not always been this way 
— in the past some community members and one ex-president have accepted bribes 
and betrayed the community 
 
  Jose talks about the division the oil companies have brought to the region. Some of 
the neighbouring communities such as Canelos and Molino have allowed themselves 
to be bought out and even taken jobs with oil companies. These communities see oil 
exploration as inevitable and pressure the Sarayaku to give in.  The Sarayaku’s main 
means of transport, the Bobonaza River, is routinely blocked with chains by gun 
wielding oil workers and the Sarayaku, including children, have been attacked and 
beaten on many occasions with everything from machetes to canoe poles. Childhood 
friends have declared themselves enemies and familial relations have broken down 
 
 
 Jose has endured slander campaigns and endless threats and even the announcement 
of his own death on a local radio station” When I was young, I was very popular in 
the region; everyone liked me, but not anymore. There is always someone accusing 
me of something - that I am old fashioned and against progress that I am a liar, a 
manipulator, a terrorist, an ethnocentralst [sic] the list goes on and on. What is most 
painful is that some of my accusers were once friends. There are lots of people who 
cannot accept our right to protest and determine our own fate” 
 
The Sarayaku’s resistance campaign (based in Puyo) relies heavily on the Internet, so 
Jose knows about the Rossport five and the Shell to Sea campaign. It is shameful, he 
says, that a country like Ireland, known for its democracy and good human rights 
record, would put an old man in prison for defending his land. 
 
“The west sees us as savages that live in the trees but we respect the rights of 
everyone. Those five men have the right to protest and to defend themselves, their 
lives and their land against potential danger”. 
 
He leans forward and asks who the leader of Ireland is and how old he is.  
“Mr Bertie Ahern,” he says. “With all respect to you, as you are older than I, I have a 
message for you — please listen to your people and respect their views. If the 
majority of people to be affected by the Shell pipeline say no, then so must you. It is 
people not technology that is important” 
 
The Sarayaku’s resistance is in part motivated by what has happened elsewhere in 
Ecuador. After 30 years of oil production in the northern Oriente, an estimated 18.5bn 
tonnes of toxic waste has been dumped in the jungle near the towns of Lago Agrio 
and Coca. Cancer rates in the region are three times the national average and incidents 
of childhood leukaemia and miscarriages are soaring. An entire indigenous 
community- the Tetete- has been completely extinguished and the majority of water 
sources are contaminated. Health workers and environmental activists blame the 
estimated 750 or more open, unlined oil pits, some the size of football fields that pock 
mark an area of once pristine beauty. 
 



 A $6bn law suit (estimated cost of the clean up) against Texaco (now Chevron) has 
been ongoing for over a decade and is currently taking place in the town of Lago 
Agrio 30, 000 people, most of whom live in the rainforest, are involved in an historic 
class action against the oil multinational who left Ecuador in 1992 after 28 years of oil 
extraction. If the plaintiffs are successful it will be the biggest environmental payout 
in history and may well set a huge legal precedent for other countries devastated by 
certain oil companies. 
 
Rita Maldonado understands and admires the Sarayaku’s tenacious resistance. Her 
family have lived just outside Lago Agrio and for 19 years have been drinking and 
washing in water from a well in their garden that is contaminated.  She knows they 
are poisoning themselves but what can they do, she asks, they are poor, they cannot 
move and even if they do, it is contaminated everywhere in the area. Her entire family 
including her 18-month old granddaughter Mirai suffer acute recurring skin problems: 
irritation, rashes, boils, and abscesses. Rita also suffers from headaches, breathing 
problems and lethargy. The thought of cancer is never far. 
 
“Every one in the region knows people or has family who have died of cancer and we 
all blame Texaco,” says Rita. 
 
 On 26 April of this year she made the long journey, with a leader of the Cofan 
indigenous group to Houston Texas to speak at the annual Chevron Texaco 
shareholders meeting. She stood up and told the meeting how her people are dying 
because of the contamination from the unlined oil pits and that they are too poor to 
seek treatment. 
 
Back in Sarayaku, the blue-eyed healer Baltazar gently beats a woman’s legs with 
stinging nettles. Next to him, surrounded by family and friends, Jose Gualinga sips his 
chicha as the suns goes down in the rainforest that is his peoples’ home. “Sometimes 
when I am very tired I think about giving up but we never do and we never will. We 
see ourselves as defenders of indigenous rights. I am from the soil of Sarayaku and we 
cannot let injustice against indigenous people be victorious again. One day we will get 
justice.” 
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