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Cotacachi: articulated movement and truncated mining

[Cotacachi is] located some two hours' drive to Nweth of Quito, Ecuador and
covering both high altitude grassland (with a damnity Quichua population) and humid
tropical valleys (with a colonist and mestizo p@tign). This humid sector, known as
Intag, is also the site of a copper deposit comgnoeferred to as the Junin deposit
(Figure 2), and identified during the 1980s undegemlogical exploration agreement
between the Ecuadorian and Belgian governments1990 the Japanese International
Cooperation Agency (JICA) financed more thorougplesation by the Metal Mining
Agency of Japan (MMAJ) that confirmed the existerafea large and potentially
profitable deposit. In 1993 the exploration of theposit passed to the company Bishi
Metals, a subsidiary of Mitsubishi. However, Bishetals abandoned the site in 1997 as
a result of escalating conflict and the concessemnained idle until 2002 when it was
once again purchased. By 2004 the concession ée dicquired by Ascendant Copper
Corporation, a “junior" mining company incorporaiadBritish Columbia, Canadaand
in 2005 Ascendant transferred ownership of the entypto its subsidiary Ascendant
Ecuador (Ascendant Copper Corporation, 2005). ghaatill not developed, this will —
like Yanacocha — be an open-pit mine. Unlike MY $®wever, this (potential) mine
operates in a context in which mining is still upontant in the national economy, in
which there is little history of mining, and in whi the economy — though far from
dynamic — is not emerging from a collapse of theetyhat occurred in Peru in the late
1980s and early 1990s.

Figure 2: The Junin copper d

eposit in Cotacachi
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Source: Own elaboration.



While in Cotacachi the initial granting of miningrecessions was — as in Cajamarca -
a process that happened off stage and in the taiiya in this case external actors
became aware of these concessions before anyisagtimining development had occur
red. They then passed this information to locabrsc and slowly a process of social
mobilization unfolded that preceded mining activi#lthough this has ultimately proven
to be critical in influencing subsequent territbaad livelihood dynamics in Cotacachi, it
occurred largely by accident. A Bay Area environtaé NGO had become aware of
Japanese mining interests in Northern Ecuador, raedtioned this to one of their
Ecuadorian counterparts, Accion Ecologica (untilergly a part of Friends of the Earth
International). Accion Ecologica began to purdoe tase and soon made contact with
communities in the Intag zone of Cotacachi. THentbegan environmental education
activities oriented towards making communities avaf the costs of mineral-led
development and, indeed, towards generating stimraj opposition to mining. At the
same time, as in Cajamarca, a parish priest bguzakimg of the risks of mining in the
area both from the pulpit and in his activities hwa local youth group. In parallel,
though completely unrelated, a small-scale ecataugntrepreneur and environmentalist
had begun working with a different youth group owieonmental issues (though not
mining). Soon, however, these three processesecgatd and local actors began to speak
more explicitly about mining and the risks it wouthdply for environment and society in
Intag. Though not using a language of dispossessiaolonization (cf. Harvey, 2003;
Habermas, 1987), these groups began developingarinement that an irruption of
mining into the area would colonize ways of lifathresidents had largely taken for
granted and steadily dispossess them of a landseaggonmental quality and form of
society that they had until then taken for-grant®dith time a hard line emerged, further
solidified by residents' personal experiences dufncion Ecoldgica-sponsored visits to
other mining sites in Ecuador and Peru, the effettghich were to create a strong anti-
mining sentiment among participants.

This process led to the formation of the first @ipISMOs in Intag: DECOIN, an
NGO that brought together the two youth groups, fhigest and the ecotourism
entrepreneur and environmentalist; and a commu@sed organization in the areas
most directly affected by the mine concession1987 this committee ultimately decided
to attack and burn down the mine camp. This eventamly led Bishi Metals to
withdraw, it also pulled both the central and lost@te more deeply into the conflict. A
ministerial visit led to a central government piositthat — unlike the Cajamarca case —
did not automatically assume a pro-mine stance. arMdile, the local government
played a role of intermediary in the conflict aethame time as it created spaces that
ultimately allowed this incipient movement to be@stronger.

As in the case of the arrival of Accién Ecolégicalttag, there was an element of
serendipity surrounding the relationship between glocess of social mobilization and
the local state. In 1996, the national indigenmaes’ement decided to present candidates
for municipal elections. On the wave of the insieg strength of the movement, and the
increasing visibility of indigenous issues in naab political debate, several of these
candidates won mayorships. One of these was Giftitand the elected mayor (still in



power in 2006) initiated a model of municipal gavemce that emphasized participatory
planning and the steady incorporation of a rang®ofal actors into municipal affairs. A
centerpiece of this model was the creation of tesefnbly for Cantonal Unity (AUC in
Spanish), a non-governmental counterpart of theicipality that was designed as a
vehicle to monitor local government, foster organizinks between the municipality and
the canton's population, and host a range of sobi@hge initiatives in the canton. One
of these activities revolved around environmengalies, and the AUC hosted a newly
created Committee for Environment Management (C&Apanish). This space was
partly created and then assertively taken by DEC@&il other groups in Intag. Through
this space they succeeded in getting Cotacachass p municipal ordinance declaring
itself an "ecological canton” that, inter alia,e@ed any place for mining in territorial
development activities.

In 1996 the electoral position of the mayor of @atzhi (Auki Tituafia) was neither
environmental nor anti-mining. However, by cregtirvehicles for organized
participation in municipal affairs he allowed thmerging environmental movement to
move beyond Intag and project itself canton-widghis in turn allowed it to develop
links and promote its agenda with both urban amghland groups such that by 2005
seventy-one per cent of the canton said that miniag prejudicial to nature and people,
and only 29 per cent felt that mining should bewa#d in the canton (Ospina et al, 2006).
Just as importantly, highland indigenous organiretiin the canton and the province of
Imbabura began to offer their political supportdddntag ever need it to resist the entry
of mining. Partly as a consequence of such chahrgesswell as any of his own personal
convictions — the mayor began to assume a morealycleavironmental position in
subsequent electoral campaigns.

The departure of Bishi metals in 1997, and the mtsef any mining related actions
until 2002, gave these movement organizations tienae to consolidate themselves,
develop a series of national and internationaldjmkobilize resources and also elaborate
proposals for forms of rural development that wontt be based on mining. In this
process, they were helped by the fact that Cotaceat a nationally and internationally
visible canton as a result of the local governaexperiments underway there. These
experiments attracted NGOs and volunteers to th@&ooa and so increased the
availability of financial and technical resource3he links to Accién Ecologica also
helped to make the case more visible nationally amedrnationally (as did books
published by local residents: Fluweger, 1998), tiothe lead activists in DECOIN and
later in the AUC also dedicated considerable effortopening up these links. The
willingness in later years of the mayor to publielgsume visible positions critical of
mining, and to write directly to international gpsuon the same issue, also helped.

These linkages served a range of specific purpebéesh, taken as a whole, sought to
prevent mining from taking root in Cotacachi. Solims were developed in order to
pursue legal actions against mining, others todosullidarity relationships, and others to
mobilize funds to support local development inities. Indeed, both SMOs and the
municipality invested considerable resources i {eriod to develop new economic
activities in Intag, in particular organic coffeeoguction and marketing, handicrafts, and



community managed ecotourism. The rationale frwork was the notion that "we are
convinced that, if we are to block mining, we moier practical productive alternatives

. that generate employment." Throughout the p®cesand in particular via the
activities of the AUC — all this was combined wélsustained program of environmental
education in schools and communities. This timensgonsolidating organizations and
generating a more or less shared view of territat&velopment that was grounded in
rural livelihoods rather than mining was someththgt SMOs in Cajamarca did not
enjoy. Thus, when in 2002 the mine concession avae again activated, and when in
2004 it was acquired by Ascendant Copper, both Skfdisthe environmental movement
more generally were consolidated and enjoyed awider set of local, national and
international linkages than they did in 1997.

Once Ascendant acquired the concession it soughtetcommence exploration
activities. As part of its entry strategy it begamprogram of community relations that
sought to develop the community links on which asd® the exploration site depended.
While this generated some local support (and thige &onflict with anti-mining
organizations and activists), the companies' owaritial limitations meant that it was
unable to operate a social investment program yhang like the level of MYSA. Nor
was it able to do any significant local sourcingsefvices or inputs. Consequently, it has
not yet had any significant effects on local oraurbivelihoods, and there are very few
people whose livelihood opportunities depend in amasure on the existence of the
mine. This has made it easier for movement orgaioizs to keep the social movement
and its shared environmental agenda relatively reotteand intact — as reflected in the
figures quoted above on the level of anti-miningtseent in the canton.

This situation — along with the need for investmeapital — has made it vital that
Ascendant raise finance on the stock market (Uatéo2005 its resources were limited to
those of its Directors). This capital is necessastonly to develop mining operations,
but also to create the incentives that would leatkast an important part of the local
population to see their livelihoods as dependingtlm mine. To do this it began
proceedings to get itself listed on the TorontocBt&xchange in order to sell shares.
This elicited a response from SMOs in Cotacacle,l$, Europe and Canada that sought
to challenge the accuracy of Ascendant's stockrinffeprospectus and thus prevent it
from acquiring the approval necessary for it tolisked on the Toronto market. While
this effort succeeded in slowing down this appravaltimately failed and in November
2005 Ascendant's first shares were sold (Ascen@apiper Corporation, 2005). Less
than three weeks later, members of the settlenlen&ded near to the proposed mine
once again attacked and burnt down the mine's ea@ftioperations (Canadian Press,
2005; DECOIN, 2005).

To date, though conflict continues, there is sidlsignificant exploration underway.
In this sense movement processes have so fareesasty forms of dispossession that
might otherwise have accompanied mining. Mining,He@owever, already transformed
Intag. Activists and community leaders alike spegthe fact that they now have to live
the rest of their lives knowing that there are pbt#dly exploitable mineral resources
under their feet, and that such exploitation mag day become a reality. In this sense,



the very idea of mining, and the possibility thasame future date Intag may become a
mining district, has colonized people's lifeworltisa way that is, to all intents and
purposes, permanent. Their certainties and ideastahe future will never be the same
again.

! Its main office is, however, located in LakewoGaJorado

2 Accion Ecoldgica is opposed to mineral developniecuador.

% Another was Guamote, discussed in Bebbington, 2000

4 See Municipalidad de Santa Ana de Cotacachi, 2000.

® In September 2007, the Ministry of Energy and Minequired Ascendant to suspend all its activities
the grounds that it did not have the support ofMmicipality of Cotacachi. This does not suspémel
concession, and the Minister left open the possibihat the company could return if it could reagh

negotiated agreement to do so with the commurstieslocal government. However, this decision can b
seen as a further "win" for the social movemer@atacachi.



