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Introduction by Project Founder Rosa Jordan

When Rosa Jordan and the president of Earthways Foundation, Andrew Beath, first made the six-hour boat trip from Ecuador’s Pacific Coast to the community of Playa de Oro, near the headwaters of Rio Santiago, it was rainforest as far as the eye could see—even if that eye had been looking down from a plane. In the 12 years since, the Choco rainforest has changed. Much of it has been clearcut. All along the river, where vegetation was then broken only by a few small villagers, most of those villages are now gone. In their places are heaps of gravel thrown up by machinery sluicing for gold, and the river itself is contaminated by arsenic and cyanide used in the mining process. There is scarcely an inch along the shore that hasn’t been altered—until you reach the Playa de Oro Reserva de Tigrillos. The border of Playa de Oro’s territory is clearly visible. It is where the clearcuts end and the forest begins. It is the point beyond which there are no more gold mining operations.

Ten thousand, four hundred hectares (about 25,000 acres) seem few in the face of the destruction going on in tropical rainforests all over the world, not even that large in comparison to what is being wiped out here in Ecuador. But as the forests around it fall, Playa de Oro’s irreplaceable biosphere and its countless species—many of them unique to this area—become ever more important.

Playa de Oro has been protected by the combined efforts of Earthways and the community that collectively owns the land—about 350 people descended from slaves brought here almost 500 years ago, who rebelled against their master and bequeathed to their offspring the freedom of the forest. Eleven years ago, we and they collaborated to strengthen the community’s traditional conservation values, and develop a source of income from ecotourism that would leave a light footprint on the land. 

In the face of opposing forces from multinational timber and mining consortiums inclined to make glittering promises (almost never kept), it has not been easy to keep the community focused on the wealth of its natural heritage and the value of protecting that for future generations. Raising the funds needed to develop a low-impact ecotourism operation and providing other, non-monetary types of support, was challenge enough. But 2006—our tenth year of collaboration—proved particularly difficult.

First, logging and gold mining companies beset the community. They offered the community “treasures” such as a generator to supply electricity, a dirt road along which might eventually run a bus, and cash-paying jobs to help log their own forests for as long as the trees lasted. Second, a pro-mining, pro-logging village council was elected—the first in the decade since our involvement with the community. And third, during Christmas week, the town was hit by a series of four floods which caused wide-spread damage to village homes and wiped out the community’s food crops and poultry.

When, that summer of 2006, we were told that the Council had decided to allow a mining operation on that part of the river running through the Playa de Oro reserve, and intended to give the eco-lodge to the company for employee housing, we had no alternative but to stand back and watch ten years of conservation work to develop that sustainable source of income and accompanying conservation work go down the drain.

But things didn’t turn out that way. The community rebelled against its council. Although it took them almost a year to agree on what they did want, they made it clear that they would not tolerate any gold sluicing in their river, nor any logging other than a small area along an unprotected border where trees were being stolen. Finally they concluded that if we would continue helping them, they would protect forest and river, and continue relying on the trickle of income provided by ecotourism 

The confusion generated by the initial council decision and our withdrawal did disrupt what had been a steadily-growing income from ecotourism—something that had been difficult to develop in the face of the narco-war raging in Columbia less than 50 miles away. And then came the Christmas floods. Discouraged though we were, we immediately raised funds to send in boatloads of emergency food supplies. By the time the community was back on its feet six months later, it was requesting a resumption of support for its ecotourism. A newly-elected Council readily agreed to continue protecting Playa de Oro’s forest, its rare jungle cats, and other endangered species in the region.

Just prior to this difficult year, Earthways facilitator Rosa Jordan turned the project over to Tracy Wilson, a wildlife rehabilitation specialist who operates an exotic cat rescue facility in Arkansas, to take on the Playa de Oro project. Tracy had already been working on the project four years, and so was exceptionally well qualified for this work. What she has done in the past year to rebuild trust between Earthways and the community and get the Playa de Oro project back on track has taken an enormous amount of time, and is truly remarkable. For those interested in the details of what has been accomplished in the past year, here is Tracy’s report.

2008 Executive Summary, by Project Director Tracy Wilson

During the 2008 year, we did not suffer any set backs or road blocks such as we faced in 2006 and 2007. This has been a quiet year in which we have been able to work together peacefully with the community and focus on rebuilding its ecotourism as a sustainable source of income, so the villagers have both incentive and the means to protect the river and maintain their almost-virgin forest as a natural wildlife habitat.

Gold mining, utilizing horribly toxic chemicals, is visible along the length of the Rio Santiago—until you reach the territory of Playa de Oro. If Playa de Oro hadn’t been the furthest village upriver, the gold mining would have long ago destroyed our project and turned local people into environmental refugees. But because of its upriver location from the mining activities, and the people’s decision to not allow gold mining in their territory—and our support in helping them develop an alternative source of income—their ancestral forest and the river that runs through it remain pristine.

Looking into the future, we must continue to assist Playa de Oro in whatever ways possible. Certain forms of support, not all financial but all time-consuming, are essential to ensure continued protection of this part of the magical Choco rainforest.

Community Grant & Schoolteacher Support
As part of our agreement with PDO, whereby they promise to not permit commercial logging or mining in their territory, Earthways provides them with an annual $1000 community grant. This grant, approved by the Earthways Board two years ago, enables the community to make essential repairs to the lodge and to run a weekly boat to the downriver community where the road ends, and they can pick up visitors and supplies.

I have also committed to paying the school teacher’s salary of $2250/year, and do fundraising for that. We were a bit short this year for the teacher’s salary, but I was able to make up the difference myself to ensure the teacher’s entire salary was paid for the year.

Support for Ecotourism Project & Related Conservation
Playa de Oro still has no internet, telephone, or mail connections with the outside world. So last year I purchased a cell phone for the community and we now have a system that allows much better communications. Our Otavalan friend Ramiro Buitron, whom we often hire to transport tour groups and act as translator, agreed to be our point of contact. From a place an hour and a half downriver from Playa de Oro, someone from the village can reach Ramiro on the new cell phone, and Ramiro and I can exchange messages via e-mail. Someone from Playa de Oro calls Ramiro every Sunday to get any reservations that I have sent him by e-mail. Now that Playa de Oro is listed in both the Lonely Planet and Footprints guides to Ecuador, we often get tourists wishing to visit Playa de Oro with only a one-week notice. Before we could not accommodate those would-be visitors because we needed at least a month to be certain of contacting the Playa de Oro boatman, and him getting back to us to confirm that a boat would be waiting on the designated day to pick up the visitors. The new arrangement is working well. Besides making it possible to receive more visitors on shorter notice, I am able to stay in better touch with the community and keep up with what is going on there on a weekly basis.

In October 07, the Playa de Oro council decided to charge a separate boat transport fee to each location visitors might want to go—this in addition to the $100-round trip boat fare from pick-up point to the reserve, the $50/night cost for food and lodging, and a $10 Reserve Entrance fee. I disagreed with these extra costs, which would make Playa de Oro a good deal more expensive than competitors in the Amazon, and they agreed to waive the extra fees for groups of six or more. Their reasoning is that they do not make as much money with very small groups, which is probably true to a point because no matter how many tourists are in the boat or staying at the lodge, there is always a minimum number of staff. Even a single visitor will require two boatmen and a cook/housekeeper at the lodge. I do give a list of these fees to independent tourists when they make their reservations, and so far there have been no complaints of the extra boat transport fees.

In May 08, PDO sent a message to me that their boat motor was no longer dependable and needed replacing. Six months earlier, I had given the council a list of repairs that had to be made to the lodge, using funds from the $1000 grant I left with them at that time. When they requested help with the purchase of a new boat motor, my first condition was that they complete the repairs to the lodge. As I could not go to Ecuador at that time, I hired Ramiro to go to the community and discuss the level of support we could offer for this exceptional expense. Ultimately I agreed to give the village council an advance on two years of their community grant ($2000) so they could purchase the motor right away. The balance of about $1500 they would have to come up with themselves. We wrote up a formal agreement, with conditions which included their honoring an earlier contract we had made in order for them to receive the grant in the first place: essentially, a promise that they not engage in any environmentally damaging activities such as logging, mining, or commercial hunting. I provided the $2000 advance for the boat motor myself, and will reimburse myself over the two years out of the annual grant from Earthways. Ramiro returned to Playa de Oro in August, and again in October. He found the lodge and cabanas in good repair, and they had purchased the new boat motor.

Between the dates of Oct 2007 to Oct 2008, I made reservations for 102 people at the Tigrillo Lodge. This usually involves three or four emails to the tourist answering questions and working out details for their trip before the reservation is finalized. Sometimes more if they are not experienced with traveling to this region. I then send the reservation and any special instructions on to Ramiro, who may or may not have questions that I need to follow up on. There are nearly as many inquiries from interested travelers who either decide not to go to the reserve, or choose to take the Saturday boat taxi and don't need to make an advance reservations through me. Sometimes these people ask a lot of questions before they make their decision whether or not to go to Playa de Oro. I usually try to find out why they decided not to go. For some it is the cost, but in most cases it’s because they don’t have the time in Ecuador. 

Playa de Oro’s location so far away from more popular ecotourist destinations in the Amazon is a major obstacle. Nevertheless, the numbers are growing, and are now back to the level before the 2006 disasters. This month (November) we have a large group going to Playa de Oro under the supervision of Ramiro and Grace Lush. And two different Quito travel agencies that specializes in birding tours will each be spending a week there. If all goes well, these agencies will continue bringing in birders, who are a particularly good clientele because of their quiet way of moving through the forest and protective attitude toward habitat.

Promotional Activities & Fundraising.

The Sunday edition of Arkansas’ largest newspaper recently published a long, positive article about the project, the tours, and my wildlife work at home. After the article, the Director of Education and Social Sciences at Arkansas State invited me to give lectures for their Geography, Social Sciences, and Vet tech classes. The first is scheduled for later this month. I will encourage students to get involved by travelling to Playa de Oro for study, fundraising for the project, and possibly for eventual wildlife rehab efforts.

As I said, these kinds of support will have to continue for the foreseeable future if the Playa de Oro project is to survive. The community is doing all it can do in terms of maintaining ecotourism facilities and providing an acceptable level of services for their visitors. Most importantly, with the single exception of the near-disaster two years ago when a (probably bribed) council tried to install a gold mining company in the lodge, the villagers have been steadfast in preserving the ten thousand hectares of the rainforest over which they have control. It’s hard work, for them and us, but I feel honored to be working with them as the Earthways facilitator for this project. 

Tracy Wilson

