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Various studies show that territories dominated by extractive economies have a particular re-
lationship with population movements. However, this is often seen as a side effect, whether
in terms of the expulsion of inhabitants or the attraction of workers. Drawing on the dia-
logue between political ecology and the New Mobility Paradigm, I propose a new perspec-
tive in which mobility is not presented as a simple consequence of extractivism. Through
ethnographic research conducted in the province of Napo (Ecuadorian Amazon), based on
observations in four mining areas, 13 semi-structured interviews, and 11 informal interviews
with workers, environmental activists, local authorities, and community leaders, I argue that
mobility constitutes and shapes extractivism. Analysing this phenomenon allows for a better
understanding of the complex interconnections that are taking place between Napo, other
Ecuadorian provinces, and countries in the region, as well as the profound transformation
that their territories are undergoing in both physical and social terms.

Diversas investigaciones muestran que los territorios dominados por economías extractivas man-
tienen una relación particular con los movimientos de población. Sin embargo, estos suelen men-
cionarse como un efecto secundario, ya sea en términos de expulsión de habitantes o de atracción
de trabajadores. Desde el diálogo entre la ecología política y el nuevo paradigma de la movili-
dad propongo una nueva mirada en la que la movilidad no se presenta como una simple conse-
cuencia del extractivismo. Mediante la realización de una etnografía en la provincia del Na-
po (Amazonía ecuatoriana), basada en observaciones en cuatro zonas mineras, 13 entrevistas
semiestructuradas y 11 entrevistas informales con trabajadores, activistas medioambientales,
autoridades locales y líderes comunitarios, argumento que la movilidad constituye y da forma
al extractivismo. Esta perspectiva permite comprender mejor las interconexiones complejas que
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se están produciendo entre el Napo, otras provincias ecuatorianas y países de la región, así como
la profunda transformación de sus territorios en términos físicos y sociales.
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1. Introduction
On February 12, 2022, after more than a year of complaints filed by various environmental
organisations and the FOIN (Federación de Organizaciones Indígenas del Napo), a major mil-
itary operation was carried out against illegal mining in the area known as Yutzupino, located
just ten minutes by car from Tena, the capital of the province of Napo (Ecuador). The dis-
mantling of the mining area and the seizure of 148 bulldozers (out of more than 340 operat-
ing in the area) brought to light for the first time at a national level the devastation caused by
small-scale gold mining in this Amazonian province of Ecuador.1

The affected area is part of a zone of incalculable ecological value: the confluence of two large
rivers, the Jatunyaku and the Anzu, which results in one of the upper Amazon basin’s main
influxes, the Napo River. The images disseminated in the media and investigative journalism
portals (Mongabay, 2022; Labarraespaciadora, 2023) are shocking due to the violence embod-
ied in the extractive activity: a landscape completely devoid of vegetation cover, riddled with
craters of murky water and piles of ground and stones in constant risk of collapse. Equally
striking is the number of people involved in the extraction (between 2,000 and 4,000 at its
peak, between October 2021 and February 2022) as well as the conditions in which the ac-
tivity takes place: overcrowding inside the craters and around the machinery, a total lack of
safety, and piecework day and night.

The literature on mining extractivism in Ecuador, particularly in the Amazon region (Melo et
al., 2013; van Teijlingen et al., 2017; Lalander et al., 2020; Bayón et al., 2020; Lyall, 2021; Mes-
tanza Ramón et al., 2022; Medina Bueno et al., 2023; Cañar & Loor, 2023; Lyall & Ruales,
2025), addresses the issue from three main perspectives. The first focuses on Ecuador’s histor-
ical process of dependent integration into the global capitalist economy as a chronic exporter
of raw materials. The second focuses on the social and environmental impacts of extractivism
in contexts of high ecosystem and social fragility. The third examines the conflicts caused by
these activities, as well as the resistance that has emerged from the affected territories.

1   This zone is located within a 10.400-hectare area between the cantons of Tena and Carlos Julio Arosemena
Tola. It was originally concessioned in 2001, and it was then subdivided into six blocks: Talag, El Icho, Confluen-
cia, Anzu Norte, Vista Anzu, and Regina S1. Between 2013 and 2015, these concessions were transferred to the
Chinese company TerraEarth Resources S.A.
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However, this set of approaches omits a key issue: the impossibility of the extractive economic
model functioning without considering its mobile nature. The case of Yutzupino illustrates
this symbiotic relationship—the idea of mining sites as mobile spaces—because for it to occur,
there had to be constant movement of machinery, materials, minerals, capital, and, crucially,
populations. The specific dynamics of movement that accompany the latter and the effects
they produce on the territory become the focus of this research.

To this end, this work is theoretically anchored in “The New Mobilities Paradigm” (Sheller
& Urry, 2006; Cresswell, 2006; Urry, 2007) and, from there, it seeks to contribute to the field
of Latin American political ecology. The intention is to fuel the debates on the power rela-
tions between nature and society that manifest themselves through the extractive economy,
incorporating mobility as a constitutive factor of extractivism. This leads to a more complex
understanding of the ecological conflict and the ways in which it manifests itself and expands.

Using this analytical framework, I conducted ethnographic research between April and May
2025 in four areas of the province of Napo. The starting point was the community of
Yutzupino, as this case allowed me to investigate the temporal and spatial expansion of small-
scale gold mining—both legal and illegal—throughout the province.

Through this fieldwork I argue that the extractive economic model is produced by and pro-
duces population movements, causing the two phenomena to merge and multiply predatory
and accumulation processes in work, daily life, and the territory. From this more holistic per-
spective, I point out, firstly, that the mobilities linked to the mining activity in Napo cannot
be understood from a cause-and-effect perspective, reducing them to a unidirectional vision:
expulsion/attraction, but rather they occur simultaneously, even generating circularities. Se-
condly, these mobilities involve a diversity of populations participating in the activity in very
unequal ways—according to social class, ethnicity, gender or nationality—which complicates
the ways in which socio-ecological conflict manifests itself. Finally, these mobilities enable the
connection of territories, in this case, the province of Napo, with other Ecuadorian provinces
and several Latin American countries, contributing to the production of vast extractive re-
gions where workers, capital, machinery, and minerals circulate incessantly.

2. Theory: Contributions of the Critical Paradigm of Mobilities
to Political Ecology
Studies on extractivism in Latin America have undergone significant development in just two
decades, coinciding with the renewed developmentalist momentum that has swept the region
since the beginning of the 21st century (Gudynas, 2013, 2015; Raftopoulos, 2017; Svampa,
2019). This is a dynamic and interdisciplinary field of research in which various thematic lines
and analytical frameworks can be distinguished. On the one hand, the studies focusing on the
environmental, economic, and social impacts of extractivism are common, in a similar way
to the conflicts triggered by this model of accumulation, and the multiple forms of resistance
to dispossession, pollution, and the loss of cultural heritage, many of them led by peasant,
indigenous, and Afro-descendant populations (Acosta, 2011; Composto, 2012; Veltmeyer,
2016; Villarreal Villamar et al., 2018).

On the other hand, critical geography and political economy stand out as analytical fields,
centred on the idea of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2004). In addition to the afore-
mentioned fields, the Latin American political ecology plays a significant role. This focuses
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on the power practices involved in processes of knowing and intervening in nature, as well
as the conflicts and resistances emerging from the hegemonic development model that has
historically shaped the region (Leff, 2003; Martínez Alier, 2008; Gudynas, 2013; Alimonda,
2015, Moreano et al., 2017).

However, a more detailed review of this latter literature reveals some gaps. Namely, I empha-
sise that a significant number of studies employing the political ecology framework in Latin
America to analyse extractivism—specifically mining—tend to overlook its close relationship
with mobility (Delgado Ramos, 2013; Martínez Alier 2015; Romero and Gutiérrez, 2017).
This does not imply denying the relevance of mobilities in understanding extractive dynam-
ics, but rather that it is rarely positioned as a central analytical concern (Bayón et al., 2021;
Uribe Sierra & Mansilla Quiñones, 2022).

In the few studies where it does appear as the focus of debate, it is usually addressed as an
effect of the implementation of the extractive model and the resulting socio-territorial con-
flicts. In other words, the movement of people is understood as a subordinate or incidental
phenomenon, rather than as a constitutive element of extractivism, which in turn generates
much deeper effects on the physical and social transformation of the territory.

The most evident manifestation of this tendency is that studies on the topic typically portray
population movements in dichotomous terms. On one hand, there are processes of expul-
sion—forced displacements of peasant, Indigenous, and Afro-descendant communities re-
sulting from dispossession—(González, 2010; Figueroa, 2017; Hernández, 2018; Uribe Sierra
& Mansilla Quiñones, 2022); and on the other hand, there are processes of attraction linked
to labour migration (Saldomando, 2015; Stefoni et al., 2017; Stefoni, Stang, & Rojas, 2022).
These dynamics are usually analysed in isolation, even though they occur simultaneously. In-
deed, both can manifest within the same population or result in situations of immobility.

To address these limitations, I propose drawing on the New Mobilities Paradigm (Sheller &
Urry, 2006) to enrich the Latin American political ecology’s approaches to the power rela-
tions and socio-territorial disputes underlying capitalist intervention in nature. From this per-
spective, I contend that an analysis of extractivism cannot overlook one of the key elements
explaining its internal mechanisms of expansion, its radical transformations in the territory,
and the types of disputes it generates: mobility.

The New Mobilities Paradigm places mobility at the centre of social life. Mobility ceases to
describe merely spatial displacement and instead becomes understood as a practice that pro-
duces and transforms space. Moreover, since capitalist accumulation sets the pace of mobili-
ty, it reflects the power relations and asymmetries that shape our societies regarding who can
move and who cannot, as well as how and through which routes movement takes place (Bayón
et al., 2021, p. 108; Cresswell, 2006, 2010).

From this perspective, I draw on Sheller’s (2018) proposal regarding the “constitutive role of
movement” in social life, and I argue that mobility is not a consequence or collateral effect
of mining extractivism, but rather a structural component of it (Himley et al., 2024). This
recognition makes it possible to understand that mobility not only shapes extractive localities
and regions but also underpins many of the conflictive and unequal dynamics that charac-
terise this economic model.

Recognizing that extractivism depends on both mobility and immobility for its functioning,
I also seek to move beyond the specific model of conflict present in political ecology, where
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actors are usually represented through dichotomous categories: internal/external; favourable/
opposed, destroyers/protectors of nature (Moreano et al., 2017). From this perspective, the
conflict that extractivism faces takes on a polymorphic character, as power relations unfold in
multiple layers and among diverse populations that coexist in the territories, with divergent
and not always clearly defined interests.

This complexity is also rooted in the history of the territories and the economic, political,
and social dynamics that precede mining extractivism, as well as in the dense networks of re-
lationships that connect the local with other national and international spaces. In this way,
extractive regions are formed, defined by their spatial discontinuity and by the mobility of
thousands of people who find a source of economic livelihood or a form of enrichment in
this activity, while at the same time land is being dispossessed and other populations are be-
ing forcibly displaced. These regions can be understood, according to Tarrius (1993), as “cir-
culatory territories” in which expulsions and attractions feed back into and articulate with
each other, making movement an essential component in the reproduction of the economic
model, and at the same time a main vector in the configuration of conflicts and dynamics of
resistance.

3. The Challenges of Conducting Ethnographic Research in
Unsafe and Violent Territories
The methodological development of this research cannot be understood without considering
the context of violence and insecurity in which I carried it out. Since the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the mining boom has multiplied the number of places affected by extractivism in Ecuador
and other neighbouring countries. Furthermore, its development has been cloaked in a veil
of illegality, protected by widespread institutional corruption and the growing presence of
armed actors seeking to control it. This situation has made ethnographic research increasingly
difficult and security a determining factor in the fieldwork.

The issue of safety must also be examined from a critical perspective that considers how colo-
nialism, racism, and patriarchy subtly permeate ethnographic practice, affecting both research
subjects and researchers (Berry et al., 2017; Hanson & Richards, 2019). In the specific con-
text of this research, marked by very violent daily interactions and hidden, remote and mas-
culinised workspaces, my position as a middle-aged European woman played an important
role in determining which places I could access, who I could talk to, and who I could be ac-
companied by. This led me, for example, to conduct the fieldwork together with a research
assistant, whose presence was key in terms of safety and in consolidating contacts.

The complexity of the terrain also takes shape in the tension and instability that the province
of Napo is experiencing at the time of the fieldwork, manifesting itself in three situations.
Firstly, the inability to access the extraction sites—the “mining fronts”—due to explicit or
veiled threats from armed actors whose identity could not always be clearly determined be-
forehand. Secondly, the mistrust of many indigenous communities which, once they accept
or are forced to allow mining into their territories, restrict access to outsiders. Finally, on May
9, 2025, an ambush took place on the Punino River—the border between the provinces of
Napo and Orellana—in which 11 soldiers were killed during an operation against illegal min-
ing (Mongabay, 2025). According to some informants, the attack was carried out by residents,
mine workers, and members of the armed group “Comandos de la Frontera,” a dissident fac-
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tion of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) active in the northern Ecuado-
rian Amazon. This event led to the militarisation of the province and an increase in mistrust,
forcing the premature closure of the fieldwork.

All the above forced us to constantly adapt the research strategies to anticipate potential risk.
For example, during most visits to mining sites, ethnography was conducted covertly, using
tourism as a protection. At the same time, the palpable tension and the constant insecurity
meant that we had to accept that the data collection would have to be carried out through local
actors but not all directly involved in mining activity. For example, we could only talk to five
people who had worked directly in mining: three mining workers, a former security guard at a
mining company, and a taxi driver linked to a mining entrepreneur. The rest of the people we
were able to access had very diverse profiles: researchers, local authorities, community leaders,
foundation workers, NGOs and religious organisations, police officers, and tour guides.

Following this premise, we conducted 13 semi-structured interviews and 11 more informal
and shorter interviews. The latter were carried out without prior scheduling—they arose un-
expectedly—or because the interviewees did not want to be recorded, so we could only take
notes. Below is a more detailed list of the interlocutors.

Table 1. List of Actors Interviewed

Formal interviews (13) Informal interviews (11)

Mining workers:
1 Colombian man
1 local Kichwa man
1 Venezuelan woman

Mining security guards:
1 former security guard for the Chinese company
TerraEarth Resources S.A.

Researchers:
1 researcher of the group Geografía Crítica del
Ecuador
1 master's student at the Facultad Latinoamericana
de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO-Ecuador)

Researchers:
1 teacher-researcher at the FLACSO-Ecuador
1 teacher-researcher at the Universidad Regional
Amazonica Ikiam

Environmental groups and conservation founda-
tions:
1 member of Napo Ama la Vida organisation
2 members of Yacuwarmi Foundation

Indigenous organisations:
1 member of the Coordinadora de las Organizaciones
Indígenas de la Cuenca Amazónica (COICA)

Religious organisations:
1 member of Caritas-Ecuador

Religious:
Parish priest of the Josefinos church, Tena

Community leaders:
Governing Council of the Pueblo Kiwcha Rucullac-
ta, Archidona
Shandia community leader, canton Tena

Taxi drivers:
1 Archidona
1 Tena
1 Carlos Julio Arosemena Tola

Police officers:
1 officer of the Archidona Criminal Investigation
Department

Police officers:
1 officer of the Tena Migration Department

Political authorities:
Former governor of the province of Napo

Tour guides:
1 tour guide, Canton of Tena
1 boat driver, Puerto Misahuallí

Source: Author’s own work

These two types of interviews allowed me to obtain information on specific issues about both
the context and the results of the research. On the one hand, the operation of mining in Napo:
the diversity of activities and businesses; the relationship between legal and illegal mining;
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channels for the circulation of goods, capital, and minerals; the dynamics of mining activity
expansion. On the other hand, the changes and consequences of the activity in the province
and local communities: social, economic, and cultural transformations; changes in popula-
tion composition; socio-environmental conflicts. Finally, the human mobility related to the
mining extractivism: complexity of population movements; circuits of mining workers and
entrepreneurs; forced movements of local populations; the role of mobility in the develop-
ment and expansion of mining extractivism in the province.

A second methodological strategy was to conduct ethnographic research in several locations
where intense gold mining extraction processes are taking place. The observations and notes
made in the field diary served also to enrich both the context and the results, complement-
ing the information obtained in the interviews. Through them, we corroborated the physical
transformations of the landscape, but also of the communities and parishes visited in terms
of population composition, social relationships, type of housing, access roads, new businesses
and facilities, and constant traffic of vehicles, dump lorries, fuel lorries, and backhoes.

Apart from enriching the analysis, the ethnography carried out in various locations became a
security strategy, since mobility itself, including temporary returns to Quito, helped to dispel
any possible suspicions about our presence. Thus, Tena served as our base of operations, and
from there we travelled to communities in seven parishes (four urban and three rural): Carlos
Julio Arosemena Tola, Puerto Napo, Puerto Misahuallí, Archidona, Talag, Gonzalo Díaz de
Pineda, and Pano, belonging to four of the five cantons of the province: Tena, Archidona,
Carlos Julio Arosemena Tola, and El Chaco.

4. Research Findings

4.1. The Mining Extractivism Expansion in Napo

The accelerated phase of gold extraction that began in 2020 in the province of Napo has his-
torical roots and responds to broader and more complex local, national and international dy-
namics. The arrival of foreign companies that were interested in developing mining activities
dates to the early 2000s in the canton of Carlos Julio Arosemena Tola. Among the first to
establish themselves were the Canadian companies Hampton Court Resources Ecuador S.A.
and Merendon de Ecuador S.A. Their incursions took place after opaque processes involv-
ing the sale of an old hacienda and included several attempts to evict three indigenous com-
munities: Tzawata, Ila and Chukapi. The extractive activities, carried out without permits
or supervision, were presented as tourism development projects, concealing their true nature
(Noroña, 2020).

This case, still ongoing, represents one of the most significant mining conflicts the province
has ever experienced. Although it was considered an isolated incident for years, analysis of
the case provides insight into what happened later in Yutzupino, establishing some of the
characteristics of mining in Napo: the coexistence of legal and illegal activities, the lack of
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controls, institutional corruption, the non-technical nature of extraction, and the failure to
fulfil responsibilities in terms of environmental restoration and remediation.2

Another key element in understanding the territorial expansion of mining in the province
is the secretive nature of the process during much of the 2010s. Although concessions were
granted on a massive scale at that time3—with particular concern surrounding the 10,400
hectares obtained by TerraEarth (Lyall & Ruales, 2024)—the control mechanisms embedded
in the regulations delayed the start of mining activities. In addition, the activity was camou-
flaged among many other economic dynamics, particularly tourism, megaprojects such as the
construction of the Ikiam Amazon Regional University, and sustainable agriculture.

However, two factors favour the mining boom from 2020 onwards: the government’s an-
nouncement that this activity will continue during the COVID-19 pandemic—as it is con-
sidered a strategic sector—and the impossibility for many concession owners to obtain the
necessary environmental permits for exploitation. The latter led to the proliferation of illegal
operations between 2020 and 2022. The collective of research and militant action Geografía
Crítica del Ecuador and the Monitoring of the Andean Amazon Project (MAAP) programme
of the Amazon Conservation document in several reports4 how the growth of illegal mining
took place under the cover of legal concessions that had not yet received the necessary permits
to operate.

Several interviewees in this research also insisted that the lack of control on the ground—asso-
ciated with corrupt practices by officials from the Ministry of Environment, Water and Eco-
logical Transition (MAATE), the Ministry of Energy and Mines, the Mining Regulation and
Control Agency (ARCOM), and the state security forces—facilitated agreements between
concessionaires and illegal mining actors. The agreements consisted of the payment of signif-
icant sums for the monthly lease of several hectares within the concessions5 and the transfer
of a percentage of the gold extracted to their owners. One of the members of the Yacu Warmi
conservation foundation pointed out in this regard:

2   Since mining was declared a strategic economic sector during Rafael Correa’s first term (2007-2009), we have
witnessed continuous regulation of the activity, including the approval of the 2009 Mining Law and the issuance
of numerous regulations, guidelines, and tools such as the Mining Registry (2016). This regulatory implementa-
tion appears to respond to a government interest in establishing control mechanisms and attracting foreign direct
investment. However, the proliferation of regulations has been accompanied by mechanisms that facilitate non-
compliance. Successive governments have used this regulatory framework to construct a discourse of transparen-
cy, evading their responsibility for the transformation of small-scale mining into a predominantly illegal activity.

3   There are currently 5,420 mining concessions in Ecuador, covering 7.1% of the national territory, or 1,088,000
hectares. 239 of these concessions are in the province of Napo, distributed among artisanal mining, small-scale
metal mining (gold), and free exploitation (aggregates and stone). The granting of concessions for metal mining
has been common among small companies and individuals. However, since 2013, a process of concentration has
been observed: 21,408 hectares of the 38,673 hectares under concession are in the hands of only five companies,
with TerraEarth being the most representative, accounting for 48.5% of that area.

4   These can be found on their websites: https://geografiacriticaecuador.org/ and https://
www.maapprogram.org/es/

5   According to the Yacu Warmi Foundation, rental price per hectare can range from 10,000 to 30,000 USD per
month, depending on the estimated gold yield resulting from the preliminary prospecting process.

https://geografiacriticaecuador.org/
https://www.maapprogram.org/es/
https://www.maapprogram.org/es/
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Legal and illegal mining are interdependent. The concession owner buys the gold ex-
tracted by illegal miners. Legal miners should report the illegal miners who are extract-
ing gold on their concessions, but because of this interdependence, they never do so. If
the authorities do not discover them, this relationship works well. Only when they are
discovered does the legal mining company report them, claiming that it was unaware
that they were operating on its territory. (Tena, 1 May 2025)

Consequently, the fact that environmental licences were not granted did not prevent extrac-
tive activities from finding ways to continue and expand, aided by an increasingly complex
corruption network. Without the will to investigate the connection between legal and illegal
mining, sporadic police and military operations have had little impact, as they focus on seiz-
ing or destroying machinery that is quickly replaced within a few days due to the high profits
generated by gold.6

The Yutzupino case follows the logic described above. In 2019, TerraEarth Resources S.A.
proposed to exploit four of its six concessions—Talag, El Icho, Confluencia, and Anzu Norte
—under a single environmental licence in what it calls the Tena Mining Project. Although
MAATE did not approve the environmental plan, exploitation of the Confluencia and Anzu
Norte blocks began without authorisation. On 3 October 2021, the first machines were spot-
ted working illegally. Several environmental organisations, FOIN, tour operators, and the
Public Defender’s Office filed a protective action, but it took the authorities 114 days to carry
out the military operation. By then, a significant number of machines and workers had already
accumulated, and the affected area exceeded 70 hectares.

Although there are considerable examples of resistance from local populations in the province
(see the cases of the Serena and Shandia communities), most communities succumbed to pres-
sure exerted by mining companies. Both mining companies and their workers penetrated the
territories in exchange for improvements in infrastructure, work for men and women in the
communities, leases on houses and land, and the possibility of carrying out platoneo (manual
collection of gold residues) within the excavations. Entry was relatively easy due to the collapse
of agriculture and tourism caused by the pandemic, but in general terms it generated major
conflicts in the communities (Lyall & Ruales, 2024), which ended with the intimidation and
forced expulsion of those who did not agree with mining.

The dynamics described are repeated in practically all concessions in the Napo region. Obser-
vations in the field confirm the unchecked expansion of illegal mining since 2022. According
to reports by the organisation Napo Resiste, in just five years, 1,700 hectares of land have been
destroyed, 400 of them between 2023 and 2024.

6   According to information provided by the environmental group Napo Ama la Vida, there are approximately
300 bulldozers operating in the province. Each one extracts approximately 400 grams of gold per day from small
tributaries and 800 grams from larger rivers such as the Jatunyaku. The price of gold has multiplied over the last
five years. From around 40 USD per gram in 2020, it reached 86 USD in May 2025. This means that between 8
and 16 million USD worth of gold could be extracted from the province every day without being reported. Figures
that are also supported by some journalistic investigations (Plan V, 2025).
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Figure 1. Mining Growth in the Province of Napo (2007-2023)

Source: MapBiomas Ecuador – EcoCiencia. https://www.maapprogram.org/es/mineria-ecuador-napo/

In fact, the main consequence of the early 2022 military operation in Yutzupino was the re-
configuration of mining in the territory through its dispersion. As can be seen on the follow-
ing map, which outlines the province of Napo in red, there are currently three main hubs of
activity with multiple extraction fronts: Carlos Julio Arosemena Tola and the Jatunyaku basin
in the south-west of the province; Puerto Misahuallí-Ahuano-Chontapunta in the south-east;
and the Punino River in the north-east. Illegal activity takes place in most legal concessions,
but it also occurs in non-concessioned territories, due to coercive practices against communi-
ties or the purchase of land from settler populations.7

This territorial expansion is complemented by a new phenomenon: groups linked to organ-
ised crime engaging in this activity. Particularly, the presence of the FARC dissident group
“Comandos de la frontera” has been documented in the north and south-east of the province,
as well as that of “Los Lobos,” an organisation linked to drug trafficking based on the Ecuado-
rian coast, in several mining fronts in the south-west.

7   White and mixed-race populations from other areas of the country settled in the territory.

https://www.maapprogram.org/es/mineria-ecuador-napo/
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Illustration 1. Gold Mining Hubs in the Province of Napo

Source: intervention of the author in the Catastro Minero del Ecuador

4.2. Napo, A Scenario of Multidirectional, Simultaneous, and
Interconnected Movements Around the Extractive Mining Economy

When inquiring about the context of mobility and migration in the province, the responses
reveal a complex scenario. Specifically, I identified four dynamics, although they are all inter-
dependent. First, internal migrations that have occurred since the early 20th century from
Ecuadorian provinces such as Loja, Azuay, Bolívar, Tungurahua, Cotopaxi, and Pichincha.
These migrations have multiple causes: the search for work and land, climatic events such as
droughts in the southern region, or natural disasters such as the eruptions of the Tungurahua
volcano. These dynamics have transformed the population composition of the province, as
evidenced by the censuses. In the most recent census (2022), 39.68% of the population in
Napo stated that it was born in another province of the country.

Secondly, inter-territorial mobility dynamics (rural-rural, rural-urban) can be observed, char-
acteristic both of the lifestyles of indigenous populations (Muratorio, 1998) and of broad-
er processes of colonisation, urbanisation, and touristification of the territory (Durán et al.,
2025). Many of these movements are in response to the search for employment, education,
or marriage to foreigners (Uzendoski et al., 2024). Thus, there are temporary or permanent
movements to urban areas of the province, other Ecuadorian provinces, or even abroad. In
an interview conducted in the canton of Archidona on 22 April 2025, one of the representa-
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tives of the Governing Council of the Kichwa Rucullacta People8 pointed out that the lack
of job opportunities for young Kichwa people had led to significant migration to the flower
industry, especially in the mountainous province of Cayambe.

Thirdly, there is evidence of international migration, marked by significant differences in so-
cial class and nationality. The 2022 census reports only 1,814 foreigners living in Napo (1.37%
of the population), although it is clearly underreporting. According to the research director
at the University of Ikiam (Tena, 26 April 2025), over the last 15 years a small group of Eu-
ropeans and Americans linked to sustainable economic activities, such as agroecological busi-
nesses and tourism, have settled in the area. Many of them, mainly German and American
men, have married local women. In terms of regional migration, there has been a notable pres-
ence of Colombians, Venezuelans, and Cubans since the late 1990s. Their arrival coincides
with regional migration dynamics and explains, for example, the high presence of Venezuelan
and Cuban professionals in sectors such as health and education since the early 2010s.

The presence of Colombian refugees has also been visible since the early 2000s, settling into
very precarious and poorly paid jobs in catering, cleaning, and agriculture. Finally, between
2021 and 2023, a new migratory flow became evident, with the arrival of non-professional
Venezuelan migrants. The president of Casa Wasi Pani and a worker from Caritas Ecuador
confirmed the presence of around 80 families in Tena during the peak of this migration. Like-
wise, hundreds of people were recorded passing through the province on their way to Peru and
Colombia. The few who settled permanently engaged in activities such as barbering, restau-
rant work, or street vending.

Fourth, the transformation of the Amazon region since the 1990s into a strategic area for
the expansion of mining extractivism also contribute to explain its rapid population growth
(Uzendoski et al., 2024).9 It is interesting to observe how the three dynamics mentioned above
converge around the extractive economy in Napo. In other words, local, national and interna-
tional population movements are accelerating, spurred on by the transformations that min-
ing is bringing about in the province and the opportunities that are emerging in a sector with
many gaps in control.

In this regard, the Napo region is experiencing complex movements of expulsion and at-
traction in the same places and simultaneously. While there are numerous populations ar-
riving from other provinces of Ecuador, including workers and entrepreneurs of African-de-
scent, indigenous peoples, and white mixed-race, as well as mining workers and entrepreneurs
from other countries—particularly Colombians and Venezuelans—who seek to do business
or make a living from mining, there are also forced displacements of indigenous populations
that are barely visible.

This is the case of dozens of families who, since 2023, have had to flee from the banks of the
Punino River and the parish of Chontapunta to the province of Orellana because of direct
physical threats from armed groups (Plan V, 2025b). As the president of the environmental
organisation Napo Ama la Vida (Tena, 28 April 2025) pointed out, there are also constant

8   Social and community organization belonging to the Kichwa nationality, located in the Archidona Canton,
province of Napo.

9   It is significant, for example, that the average population growth rates in all Amazonian provinces exceed 2%,
above cities such as Guayaquil and Quito (2022 Census).
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cases of families or individuals being expelled to urban centres or other communities due to
threats or physical attacks by other community members when they refuse to sell land or allow
mining by people from outside the territory.

On the other hand, as a researcher from the Latin American Faculty of Social Sciences in
Quito (16 April 2025) indicated, there have been several attempts to expel the communities
of Tzawata and Ila, endorsed by the State, which have so far failed to materialise due to the
coordinated resistance of the communities.

Finally, there is also concern about the possibility of future forced displacement due to the
environmental liabilities left behind by mining. The scarcity and contamination of land and
water are creating new scenarios of rural-rural and rural-urban mobility for local indigenous
populations. Therefore, expulsion may materialise after a period of differentiated inclusion
in activities. As the president of the organisation Napo Ama la Vida pointed out:

This is already happening. Some people are migrating to Tena or to neighbouring com-
munities, others to other provinces, and this also causes a setback because the Kichwa
people are generally very attached to the land, and there are organisations of displaced
people who want to start entering national parks to invade land (Tena, 28 April 2025).

As I indicated above, movements of attraction and expulsion often occur simultaneously, but
when the same population experiences both, this generates situations that challenge the idea
of this dichotomy. Thus, I found local populations that had experienced forced displacement
linked to extractivism and who subsequently became involved in this economic activity, either
in other territories or by returning to their communities. This is a kind of circularity promoted
by the process of exclusion that initially stems from non-acceptance to mining activity, and
subsequently from the need for survival in a context where there are few opportunities for
local indigenous populations to sustain themselves.

A former Kichwa mining worker (Shandia, 1 May 2025) confirmed that mining activity caus-
es constant movements of indigenous populations in and out of the territory, because in con-
texts of need, the relationship with mining becomes very ambivalent. In his case, he moved
to Tena and worked for FOIN, covertly monitoring the expansion of mining and participat-
ing in the anti-mining resistance. However, when he lost his job with the indigenous organ-
isation, he had no choice but to return to his community, where, with no other option, he
began working as a machine operator for a mining entrepreneur.

4.3. Who Does What in the Extractive Economy. Unequal Participation
Depending on Social Class, Gender, Ethnicity, and Geographical Origin

A key issue in this research was understanding who does what in gold mining in Napo and the
way this is related to mobility processes. This question arises from the constant reference made
in academic literature, the media, and investigative journalism to one category: illegal miners.
I consider this category simplistic and homogenising, as it not only disguises the complexity
of the services and jobs linked to this economy, but also actively contributes to concealing the
exploitation of many of the workers involved in it, making it even more attractive and prof-
itable for capital. Extractivism needs workers to function, but above all, it needs precarious
workers, and this is where mobility plays a fundamental role.
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The first thing I noticed in Tena and the communities I visited is that, for the local population,
miners were not the visible workers operating on the front lines, but rather the entrepreneurs
who had the capital, machinery, and labour necessary to exploit the deposits, both legally and
illegally. Thus, there is a clear division between three actors: the concession owners and mining
entrepreneurs, who are rarely present in the territory, and the mining workers who make the
activity visible.

The armed groups are the fourth actor. Although they are not the focus of this study, their
presence has led to significant changes in the internal dynamics of extraction. However, con-
trary to what official discourse suggests, these groups do not control the entire territory. In
fact, much of the violence that occurs on site is due to disputes with illegal mining companies,
who arm their own workers to defend their fronts from possible incursions.10

Besides the role of those who hold capital, the focus here is on the workers who make up the
extractive economy. Among these workers, there is considerable diversity depending on the
roles they perform:

1. Watchmen: bell ringers, responsible for alerting others to the arrival of outsiders or secu-
rity forces; and guards, who physically protect the mining sites. All of them are usually
local people.

2. Extraction operators: they are part of crews that operate machinery. This work, predom-
inantly male, is also influenced by ethnic and geographical markers. Within this group
are the bulldozer operators, who are divided into: pointers (punteros), who operate at the
bottom, opening the excavation; backpackers (mochileros), who collect the material and
transport it to the more superficial area; collectors (recolectores), who deposit the material
in the classifier or zeta, where the gold is separated from the rest of the materials. At the
sorting plant, there is another operator called a chorero, and further down, another who
controls the pumping of water, the loading of fuel, and that the machinery works proper-
ly. The operators are usually from outside the community, national or international mi-
grants who live almost permanently within the communities.

3. Dump lorry drivers: they transport the soil. They are usually local people or people from
other provinces in the country.

4. Cooks: this work is generally carried out by local women and is a tangible example of the
deep gender division that exists in the mining extractivism.11

Participation in these activities is uneven and is influenced by factors such as social class, eth-
nicity, gender, and geographical origin. However, it is previous experience in certain jobs that

10   A forensic police officer told me in an interview (Tena, 24 April 2025) that since 2018 there had been at least
40 violent deaths in Tena and the surrounding area. However, the number of deaths in the mining fronts, due to
skirmishes or accidents, is completely unknown.

11   There are many more people inside the craters, but they are not wage workers; they are people from the com-
munities who collect the leftovers from the main activity. Beyond this, women are involved in food services and
sex work. Here, the presence of Colombian and Venezuelan women is noticeable, as we are warned by Caritas and
the Wasi Pani shelter house.
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ultimately determines participation. Several incidental conversations in Tena between con-
cession owners and mining entrepreneurs provided clues to understanding the hierarchical
structure and profitability criteria that guide mining work. From what can be gathered, the
success of the operation depends largely on the expertise of the foremen. Local workers are
almost always excluded from operating bulldozers,12 which means they are appointed to less
valued jobs (security, sorting and water pumping). This also happens to workers of Venezue-
lan origin, who are considered “lazy” or “unreliable” due to xenophobic stereotypes and be-
cause their high mobility fuels the idea that they are unstable workers.

The most highly valued operators come from regions with a long tradition of mining, such as
the Colombian Pacific coast, the province of Esmeraldas in Ecuador, and the southern Ama-
zonian provinces (Morona Santiago and Zamora Chinchipe). In this regard, it is quite com-
mon to hear that the machinery is “in the hands of Afro-descendants13 and Colombians,”
highlighting their ability to work in extreme conditions. Their value lies precisely in the nat-
uralisation of colonial and racial structures of domination.

In general, mining wages are more competitive, offering higher and faster earnings than, for
example, agricultural activities. Income varies between $300-$400 per month for bell ringers
and cooks; $500-$600 for security guards, water pump operators, and sorters; and $800-
$1,200 for bulldozer operators, with the foreman being the highest paid. However, when
compared to the millions of dollars generated annually by illegally mined gold and the dan-
gerous conditions in which the work is carried out, these wages are paltry and clearly serve the
dynamics of extractive capital accumulation.

The Kichwa former mining worker confirmed in the interview that the worst paid were
Venezuelans and Colombians. Although the latter are in machine-operating positions, which
pay more than the rest, their pay is always less than agreed since many of them are in an irreg-
ular situation. This fact generates a lot of conflict among workers.

They are not paid the same as we are. Venezuelans and Colombians are paid around 10
to 15 dollars maximum for the job I do, water pump operator. So, they start to wonder:
“how much do they pay us here?” We (Ecuadorians) earn between 20 and 25 dollars a
day, and they are earning less. So, they know that and start fighting with us and telling
the boss this and that. (Shandia, 1 May 2025)

The interviewees confirm that this is piecework, organised in 12-hour shifts for 26 consecu-
tive days. Not everyone manages to keep up the pace or make this activity their main source
of income. This also requires certain forms of compensation. This has given rise to two phe-
nomena. On the one hand, there are informal agreements between workers to collect the gold
that gets trapped in the machinery without reporting it to the employer. On the other hand,
some workers end up moving into entrepreneurship. With the money they have saved, some
of them form partnerships, investing in their own machinery and starting their own business-
es. However, this transition also leads to new inequalities. Not all mining entrepreneurs start
from the same conditions with regard to capital, and the risks associated with investing in the

12   Their recruitment requires capital investment for training, which means that people with previous experience
are preferred and they are also considered to be difficult to manage.

13   Historically, the province of Esmeraldas has the largest Afro-descendant population in Ecuador.
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activity do not affect them equally. For example, the seizure of machinery during police or
military operations can be devastating for small entrepreneurs and merely a setback for those
who operate with greater financial backing.

Consequently, the “win-win” situation often associated with mining turns out to be an illu-
sion at every link in the chain. This idea is part of the capitalist narrative in which failure is
assumed silently and individually. At the same time, relative improvements in living condi-
tions trap populations in presentism or a profound misunderstanding of their functional role
within the economic model: residual beneficiaries of accumulation who sustain the accumu-
lation of others.

In addition to the work described in the mining fronts, the extractive economy is expanding
into at least two additional layers of activities (regular, irregular, legal and illegal) that attract
many people from outside Napo interested in setting up service businesses or converting ex-
isting ones. This has led to a profound reorganisation of the local economy, displacing tourism
and agriculture as drivers of wealth creation.

My observations in the urban parishes of Tena, Carlos Julio Arosemena Tola, Puerto Napo,
and Puerto Misahuallí confirmed the boom in a first layer of businesses directly linked to min-
ing: machinery sale, mechanical workshops, dredge assembly, hardware stores, petrol stations,
machinery operation courses, gold trading, and transport of workers and materials. Further-
more, a second layer of associated businesses is emerging: housing rentals, food and beverage
sales, barbershops, construction, clothing and footwear stores, and motorcycle sales. Added
to these activities are other classified as illegal, such as sex work and the unauthorised transport
and trade of fuel.

In all these businesses, there is a clear distinction between self-employed small entrepreneurs
and the ones who employ a few workers. Factors such as social class, gender, ethnicity, national
origin and legal status in Ecuador (regular or irregular) determine the type of involvement in
these businesses, as well as the real chances of success or failure.

Within this complex network, what becomes evident is that the economic dynamism gener-
ated by mining produces mobility and, simultaneously, mining and the entire economy sur-
rounding it reproduce themselves in a specific way in the territory due to the type of work-
ers they require. In this sense, mobility not only explains the increase in workers from within
and outside the country in Napo, but also the massive presence of a type of worker who is
functional to extractive capital: a mobile worker, affected by multiple social inequalities, who
is differentially inserted into the multiplicity of activities and businesses that the economic
model makes possible.

4.4. Mobility as a Producer of Socio-Territorial Transformations and
Extractive Regions

Following the military operation in early 2022 in Yutzupino, mining in Napo not only con-
tinued, but expanded into deeper areas of the jungle in search of new and more secluded lo-
cations to avoid possible controls. The logic of exploitation changed from concentration to
dispersion, and negotiations or coercion of communities multiplied. Whether they resisted
or accepted the arrival of mining activity, the internal dynamics of movement through the
territory were significantly transformed, generating important changes in daily life marked by
suspicion and intra- and inter-community conflicts.
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Wherever mining takes place, regulations are put in place governing who can enter the terri-
tory (Dessertine et al., 2024), thereby also transforming the meaning of the activity of plato-
neo.14 A worker of the Coordinating Body of Indigenous Organisations of the Amazon Basin
(COICA) (Tena, 22 April 2025), told me that the new context had radically transformed
the traditional meaning of gold prospecting, which now had an economic and enrichment
significance far removed from the communities’ worldview of nature and the relationship of
indigenous populations with it.

Despite these changes, there is an attempt to regain control over the activity and prevent it
from being carried out by outsiders, as happened in Yutzupino. This case coincided with the
rise of Venezuelan migration to Ecuador, which led many people with no previous ties to min-
ing—including Colombians and internal Ecuadorian migrants—to enter the community’s
territory to pan for gold without any kind of control. A Colombian mining worker, recount-
ed his experience as follows:

I: How did you find out about Yutzupino? Did you hear about it or how did it happen?

Mining worker: Of course, I heard about it. I had some friends who told me to come
here, right?

I: Colombian friends?

MW: Colombians and Ecuadorians.

I: Didn’t you have to talk to someone to get into Yutzupino?

MW: No, I just went in. Without saying anything to anyone.

I: But did you have to pay to get in or not?

MW: There was a queue, you just had to pay a few dollars. We went in and nothing
happened. We were just hanging out there. In the afternoon and at night there were
even a thousand guys there hanging out. Lots of people, day and night (El Bombon, 18
May 2025).

The change in dynamics led to seemingly invisible but highly coercive control over the move-
ments of people within the territory. However, this does not mean that mining workers are
prevented from being present. The settlement of external workers is “accepted” if they are
clearly linked to one or more entrepreneurs with whom the community negotiates, and if
unions with indigenous women are formed.15 Therefore, control is exercised over who is who
and what they do within the territory. In this regard, the former Kichwa mining worker stated:

The only people who can manually collect gold debris must be from the area, from
the community, acquaintances, or neighbours. But the people who work on the ma-

14   For centuries, it has been an activity practised in an ancestral manner as a complementary occupation to
agriculture, with profound cultural significance and strong ties to family and community life.

15   The idea of acceptance is in quotation marks because situations of extreme violence occur within communi-
ties and in the workplace. The origin of workers, their racialisation or ethnic identification stand out in disputes
constantly provoked by working conditions, wage inequality, theft, alcohol consumption or the “possession” of
women.
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chines are from outside the area. They are from the coast. Others are from Morona,
from Zamora. From over there. But they come in through contacts with the miners and
because the community accepts them. (Shandia, 1 May 2025)

In the arrivals and departures of workers and the substantial changes they bring about in the
ways of life and in the morphology of the territory (transformations in the landscape, growth
of communities, disappearance of crops, changes in housing construction), I observed other
dynamics in which mobility shapes extractivism. In the face of these changes, which are visible
locally, the permanent movements of populations around mining and its voracious search
for new areas of exploitation are generating a larger-scale landscape that connects national
and international spaces, creating a particular circuit of floating populations (businesspeople,
investors and, above all, workers).

A taxi driver linked to the mining industry (Tena, 21 April 2025) told me that miners usual-
ly have their own equipment, which they move from one place to another as opportunities
arise. In other cases, miners invest in different locations and form new working groups based
on local recommendations and contacts. This is possible because there is a floating national
and international population that constantly moves to areas where they have acquaintances or
where new mining fronts are opening. This was confirmed by a Venezuelan migrant, whom
I contacted by telephone with the assistance of another researcher. She worked with her hus-
band in two mining enclaves in the Ecuadorian Sierra region: La Merced de Buenos Aires (Im-
babura province) and Camilo Ponce Enriquez (Azuay province) (online interview, 12 June
2025). In these mining areas, she met several workers with prior experience in the Amazon
region, including various locations in the province of Napo. Another example was provided
by the Colombian mining worker interviewed, as he himself was part of this population of
itinerant international workers:

I: After Yutzupino, are you going to Punino?

MW: No, I came here (El Chaco, Napo). From here I went down to the Chontay-
acu River (near Chontapunta, Napo) and to Cabeno (Sucumbíos province.) And after
Cabeno I went to Punino (north of Napo). After Punino, I went to where the Cofanes
live (Sucumbíos). From the Cofanes, I went to La Merced de Buenos Aires (province
of Imbabura). From Buenos Aires, I went to Chical (province of Carchi). And right
now, they were inviting me to a place called Cayambí, near Colombia. Over there (El
Bombon, 18 May 2025).

The testimonies confirm that, since 2020, the province of Napo has been integrated into a
vast extractive region characterised by an increasingly dense and complex network of inter-
connected territories at the national level—including the provinces of Esmeraldas, Imbabura,
Zamora Chinchipe, Morona Santiago, Azuay, and Cotopaxi, represented on Illustration 2 by
purple circles—and internationally—Colombia, Brazil, Peru and Venezuela—where people,
machinery, materials, and gold circulate constantly. The latter, as reflected by the red arrows
on the map, is transported to Colombia, Peru, and Brazil by land and river routes, and to other
international destinations by sea.
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Illustration 2. Local, National, and Regional Mobility Dynamics (People, Materials, Minerals)

Source: intervention of the author in the Catastro Minero del Ecuador

It can therefore be established that the production and reproduction of the extractive eco-
nomic model take place though the configuration of a network of spaces interconnected by
mobility that extend both above and below the national scale. These become “circulatory ter-
ritories” in which economic activities and population flow multiply, producing significant
socio-territorial transformations and conflicts.

5. Conclusions
This research highlights the fundamental role of mobility in shaping mining extractivism.
Considering the residual position that it occupies in some studies, or its consideration as a
direct effect of the extractivism, I argue that mobility is an element that constitutes and gives
form to it. From this point of view, I propose that extractivism—which has been extensively
studied from political ecology—can be enriched and further elaborated through another field
of interpretation of social reality, the New Mobilities Paradigm.

I follow Sheller’s (2018) idea of the “constitutive role of movement” in social life and, from
there, I understand extractivism as an articulated system of intensive actions of extraction, ex-
ploitation, and mobility within socio-ecological spaces where capital can maximise its process-
es of accumulation. In this sense, I propose that extractivism cannot be understood or exist
without mobility. Not only because its nature is mobile—to survive as a model it needs con-
stant territorial expansion—but also because it feeds on the equally mobile character of mul-
tiple factors that participate in its functioning including, decisively, the human factor.

Through the gold-mining boom in Ecuador’s Napo province, I show how mobility is much
more than a collateral effect of mining activity and the complex economy that forms around
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it. By questioning the expulsion/attraction logic, I break with the idea of mobility as effect or
consequence. What emerges from the research are much more entangled and simultaneous
dynamics that give life to the forms in which extractivism manifests in each territory.

In this research I identify three levels at which mobility can give shape to extractivism. First,
through the actors who participate in and enable its functioning. Within the extractive mod-
el, different processes combine to multiply accumulation, among them labour exploitation.
In this sense, mining in Napo relies on the existence of a significant mass of precarious mo-
bile workers—of local, national, and foreign origin—who are also characterised by being
racialised, in irregular situations, or coming from other irregular or illegal economies. They
materialise and give form, through their bodies, to the social imaginaries and symbolic orders
that traverse the artificial separation between legal and illegal mining in Napo, while remain-
ing fully functional to extractive capital.

Second, mobility produces major transformations in territories. These modifications are not
only biophysical, resulting from the destruction of vegetation cover and of water and food
sources, but also social, defined by the daily coexistence of populations of multiple origins
that enter and leave the territory, creating new identities, ways of life, and understandings of
social relations, always marked by high degrees of inequality and violence.

Finally, mobility co-produces new extractive spaces that challenge traditional geographical di-
visions. This is evident in the connections it produces—particularly through the circulation
of capital and people—between local, regional, national, and international scales. These new
spaces, which are extremely dynamic and unequal, and are a product of the current accumu-
lation regime, cannot survive without mobility constantly feeding their expansive dynamics.
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