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ABOUT ECUADOR

The South American country of Ecuador (Spanish for 
Equator) gets its name from the fact that it straddles the 
Equatorial line. Bordering Colombia to the north, Peru 
to the south and the Pacific Ocean to the west, Ecuador’s 
population of 14.5 million is comprised of 65% Mestizo 
(mixed Indigenous and Spanish), 25% Indigenous, 7% 
Black, and 3% European ethnicities. Although Spanish 
is Ecuador’s official language, many of the Indigenous 
people speak their own native language called ‘Quichua’.

Ecuador has four main geographical regions: the Pacific 
Coastal Area, the Andean Highlands, the Amazon 
Rainforest and the Galapagos Islands. The Amazon is 
home to more than 200 Indigenous groups and less 
than 5% of Ecuador’s entire population. It is the earth’s 
largest and most bio-diverse watershed and tropical 
rainforest. 

After centuries of political repression, abandonment and 
exploitation by the ‘hacienda- huasipungo’ (large estate/
bonded labour) land-system, the Indigenous people 
finally gained independence in 1964 and the right to 
own a piece of land. Although significant progress has 
been made, Ecuador’s Indigenous population of three 
million still remain the ethnic group most affected by 
poverty.

ECUADOR FACTS

•	 Ecuador’s primary exports include oil, bananas and 
shrimp. 

•	 35% of Ecuadorians live below the poverty line. 
•	 Ecuador’s literacy rate is 84%. 
•	 The average life expectancy in Ecuador is 76 years. 
•	 95% of Ecuador’s population is Roman Catholic.

AMAZON REGION
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ADOPT A VILLAGE

Sustainability and community ownership is the goal of 
all Free The Children’s Adopt a Village projects. From 
the very beginning of our work in all countries, Free 
The Children works closely with community leaders, 
families, educators and students to ensure that the local 
community is empowered and given ownership over 
each Adopt a Village project.

Because we work hand-in-hand with communities 
to implement our projects, the commitment of all 
community members is essential to making Adopt a 
Village work. We aim not only to ensure the sustainability 
of our programs, but to empower communities with 
the skills and resources needed to change their lives. 
Our commitment to each region is only met when 
community members have acquired these skills and are 
capable of sustaining change themselves. 

Adopt a Village supports community development in 
areas where there is a high incidence of child labour, 
exploitation of children and minimal opportunities for 
the girl child. Currently, Adopt a Village is implemented 
in Kenya, Sierre Leone, Ghana, Ecuador, Haiti, 
Nicaragua, rural China and India.

Free The Children is proud of it’s unique Adopt a Village 
development model because it is:

•	 Effective, cost effective and sustainable
•	 A rights-based model built on community need 

and ownership.
•	 Holistic
 
Each core model pillar enhances the other, ensuring the 
greatest impact and long-term sustainability. Free The 
Children focuses on what communities really need: a 
holistic solution to ending poverty. 

•	 We do not give hand-outs; we do not merely give 
a home or a pair of shoes or other personal items. 
Instead, we seek the greatest benefit through 
investing in the community infrastructure.

•	 Our model is structured to maximize the return 
on investment as activities and programs produce 
complementary, reinforcing outcomes.

Each core model pillar enhances the other, ensuring the 
greatest impact and long-term sustainability.

FTC’S WORK IN ECUADOR

Free The Children has been working in Ecuador since 
1999 with a focus in the province of Chimborazo 
and a recent expansion into the Amazon region in 
the province of Napo. The Ecuadorian Amazon is 
home to thousands of indigenous people who have 
lived there for millennia. These extremely remote 
communities have become the most vulnerable group 
living in Latin America due to limited authority over 
agricultural land use, labour opportunities (particularly 
for women) and health care. Severe poverty, limited 
access to education and environmental conditions 
greatly affect the vitality of these communities. 
 
Free The Children works in partnership with 
communities in the Chimborazo province and the 
Amazon to implement its holistic and sustainable 
Adopt a Village development model. Free The Children 
has also established long standing partnerships with 
the local government, school principals, and local 
community leaders. Our dedicated team of community 
outreach and development workers consistently works 
with active women, men, and youth, empowering them 
to be the main creators of change in their own lives.
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AMAZON FACTS

•	 Largest region of the country occupies almost 50% of 
the total Ecuador territory; it comprises everything 
east of the Ecuadorian Andes

•	 Community members speak Spanish and Kichwua.

•	 Isolated communities have the greatest challenge to 
accessing basic needs.

•	 Average monthly income per family: 20 USD

•	 We work with the Kichwa tribe along the Napo River 
in the provinces of Napo and Orellana.

•	 Free The Children started to work in the Amazon 
region in 2013.

•	 Amazon region provides the most important income 
for Ecuador’s economy (oil)

•	 Agriculture includes cultivation of corn (maize) 
and oranges, plantains and cassava (manioc) are 
important staple food crops.

EDUCATION

The majority of schools in the Amazon are dilapidated 
and do not provide a safe or conducive learning 
environment, especially during intense rainfalls. Due 
to the isolated nature of these communities and lack of 
civil structures such as roads, most students use canoes 
as transportation to get to school each day or walk by 
foot. Free The Children is working in communities where 
there is a large need for new and safe school structures. 
 
In most of the communities in the Amazon region there 
is existing infrastructure, however, these structures 
built by the government are in bad conditions and 
are not adequate for their environment and weather. 
When it rains it is very loud for the kids who cannot 
hear their teachers.  It is also not uncommon for 
classrooms to flood during heavy rainfall. Even though 
education is free in Ecuador, access to proper, regular 
and safe transportation to get to school is one of the 
major challenges for children in this region.  Most of the 
communities are located along the Napo river, which is 
the largest river in the Ecuadorian Amazon and one of 
the main tributaries of the Amazon river.  When it rains, 
rivers often swell and the water collects tree trunks 
and other debris.  The current is very fast and creates a 
dangerous journey home for students. There have been 
many cases of kids and community members drowning 
while trying to get to and from school. 

To address these challenges, Free the Children is 
working in communities around the Napo and Orellana 
Province, building classrooms that are appropriate 
for the environment. The schools are elevated from 
the ground and the roof is designed to keep the 
distracting noises to a minimum during rainfalls. This 
design  also  helps to cool down the room to make it 
a comfortable atmosphere for all students. Free The 
Children has already seen the tremendous commitment 
of community members demonstrated through mingas 
(community volunteering) in order to complete the new 
classrooms. Free The Children is excited to continue this 
partnership with communities in the Amazon region to 
ensure quality education for all children.         

Current school in the Amazon
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 CLEAN WATER & SANITATION

The communities along the Napo River have easy access 
to water; however, the water from this river is polluted 
by toxic waste that comes from larger cities in the 
surrounding region.  Due to environmental damage and 
pollution in the Amazon, reliable water sources have been 
seriously contaminated and the quality of water severely 
compromised. Due to this being the only available 
water source for cooking, bathing, drinking and living,  
community members, especially children have gotten 
skin lesions, due to the excess use of chemicals used by 
mining companies or fertilizer run off from farms. 

Free The Children works diligently to provide these 
communities with accessible clean water and sanitation 
systems either by repairing old systems or constructing 
new ones. Local schools are being equipped with 
direct water-piping systems, toilets and hand-washing 
stations. Free The Children is also working to establish 
sanitation workshops which serve to educate children 
on the importance of hygiene and sanitation practices.

 HEALTH

The rural Indigenous population living in the northern 
Amazon experience the highest health burden of any 
region in the country, with specific vulnerabilities 
to gastrointestinal illnesses, malnutrition, elevated 
blood-mercury levels, and vector-borne and zoonotic 
(transmissible from animal to human) diseases. When 
community members fall ill, they rely on a shaman, an 
individual with extensive knowledge of medicinal plants 
of the Amazon and the use of herbs to treat fevers, 
infections and pain.

In Ecuador, Free The Children works with each 
community to design health programs that address the 
very regionalized needs of the individual community. 
Free The Children works to improve hygiene practices 
in tandem with its clean water and sanitation pillar, 
introducing new habits that improve family health. 
Free The Children aims to work with existing health 
infrastructure to provide support and improvements in 
a variety of ways.

A shaman from the Amazon region Napo River
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ALTERNATIVE INCOME & 
LIVELIHOOD

Indigenous women in rural communities face great 
barriers to their freedom, such as limited economic 
independence, cultural oppression and lack a voice 
within their own households and communities. Early 
marriage and the caring of families is another burden 
that girls in Ecuador must contend with.

In an effort to reduce rural poverty through the country, 
the Ecuadorian government has implemented a program 
that encourages the formation of womens groups. Free 
The Children supports this governmental program by 
establishing girls groups in rural communities with 
the aim to strengthen family income, increase the self-
esteem of young woman and encourage the development 
of strong young female leaders.

Cocoa farming is an important way of income in this 
region of Ecuador. Small scale cocoa farming is the 
most predominant, which is not very sustainable.  Free 
The Children plans to work with local farmers and 
entrepreneurs to improve cocoa farming techniques and 
provide them with the necessary tools so that farmers 
can harvest good quality cocoa and so they may share 
their knowledge with other community members and 
future generations.

Women will also have the opportunity to develop their 
skills working on artisans pieces made of natural seeds 
that grow on their own forests. Using these natural, 
local resources, women can produce jewellery, bags, and 
wallets.  Through these income-generating projects, Free 
The Children will empower women and their families 
with financial independence.

LEARN MORE

For more info on Free The Children’s projects in Ecuador and how you can 
get involved with Free The Children’s community development  

projects please visit:

http://www.freethechildren.com/wherewework/ecuador
or email info@freethechildren.com

  A family in the Amazon

 A typical Amazon house surrounded by main crops


