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AMERICAS



The Republic of Ecuador is located in the northwest of South America, straddling the equator. To the north the 

archipelago is also part of Ecuador, at a distance of 956 km from its continental coast.

Ecuador is a unitary and democratic state, as is set out in the current constitution (updated in 2008). Executive 
functions lie with the President of the Republic and legislative functions with the National Congress, a unicameral 
body. Ecuador is legally divided into 24 provinces, and these, in turn, into cantons and parishes.

Ecuador is a multicultural country with an ethnically diverse population. The mestizo or mixed race population 
makes up the largest component of its inhabitants (approximately 60%). Indigenous peoples, belonging to different 
ethnic groups, represent the most important minority (more than 20%) as well as the most diverse. There are 
at least 17 native ethnic groups with their own languages and cultures. The “white” population, descendents of 
colonists and migrants, makes up about 10% of the population with Afro-Ecuadorians completing the remaining 
percentage. Approximately 54% of the population reside in urban centers.

The East, or Amazon, comprises the area below 1300 m to the east of the Andes, on the western extreme of the 

but at lower elevations. Finally, the Galapagos Islands, or the insular region, is made up of 13 large islands, six 
smaller ones and more than 40 islets (Neill 1999, Josse 2001).

In spite of occupying only 0.19% of the Earth’s terrestrial surface, Ecuador is one of 17 megadiverse countries 
(Mittermeier et al. 1997). This is due to the country’s privileged geographic position, traversed by the Andes, al-
lowing the formation of a diverse array of altitudinal gradients with high biological and cultural wealth. The pres-

circulation of the cold Humboldt and warm tropical oceanic currents determine a climatic gradient in addition to 
variation in temperature and rainfall regimes. These factors permit a wide variety of habitats and ecosystems, as 

Coastal and Andean ecosystems are the most threatened, given that the majority of the Ecuadorian population 
lives in these regions. This had led to the almost complete disappearance of native forests and natural wetlands 

an alarming rate. In the Andes, some forest remnants still exist on the outer slopes of the Cordillera, however, 
inter-Andean forests have suffered severe destruction, with less than 7% of original cover estimated to remain. 
Despite impacts from petroleum exploitation and increased colonization, the Amazon is still the most pristine 



The National Protected Areas System (SNAP, in Spanish) was created 

the same year (Putney 1976). Nine areas made up the system at the 
time, although the country already had a 40-year old protected area: the 
Galapagos National Park. The conservation strategy was updated at the 
end of the 1980s (Cifuentes et al. 1989 in Josse & Cano 2001). Subse-
quently, the Ministry of the Environment designed a Strategic Plan for 
the National Protected Areas System in Ecuador (Valarezo et al. 1999) 
which replaced the previous two strategies. This strategy brought the 
country into line with national commitments acquired as part of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (Josse & Cano 2001). Since 1981, 
the SNAP has been governed and protected by the Forestry Law and the 
Natural Areas and Wildlife Conservation Law. The Ministry of the En-
vironment is responsible for the system’s administration (Lasso 2004).

Currently, the SNAP consists of 40 protected areas, 37 are continental, 
covering 4,822,009 ha (18% of Ecuador), one is insular: Galapagos 
National Park (693,700 ha) and two exclusively marine: Galapagos 
Marine Reserve, the second largest in the world at 14,110,000 ha 
(MAE 2009). Three of these areas have been recognized as World 
Heritage Sites: the Galapagos Islands, the Galapagos Marine Reserve 
and the Sangay National Park.

As well as the above protected areas, Ecuador also has other conserva-
tion areas, despite not being included in the SNAP. These zones include 
areas within the Amazon, such as Cuyabeno-Imuya, within the Cuy-
abeno fauna reserve, Tagaeri-Taromenane territory within and adjacent 
to Yasuní National Park. Additionally, all 12 Ramsar sites (wetlands 
of international importance) have state recognition, although they are 
not part of the SNAP either (Valencia-Rodríguez 2004). Furthermore, 
state and private forest reserves (160 areas in 2002) have a certain de-
gree of protection, given that they are regulated by forestry legislation 
(Ayala 2002). Similarly, there are an important number of private or 
community conservation areas. The growing tendency towards private 
protected areas has led to the conformation of the Ecuadorian National 

Network of Private Forests, an organization of more than 50 partners, 
protecting over 70,000 ha throughout the country. Currently, a draft 
strategic plan aims to increase the protected area system to include four 
subsystems of protected areas: a) state; b) municipal or provincial; c) 
community, indigenous peoples and Afro-American; and d) private 
(Ecolex pers comm.).

ments aimed at protecting the environment as well as cultural and natu-
ral heritage within the country. Among these are, Convention on Bio-

vention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna 

in 1990). Ecuador has also signed bilateral environmental agreements 
with Peru and Colombia.

Ornithology in Ecuador is still at an early stage of development. From 
early times, it has been dominated by European and North American 
ornithologists, who have made an essential contribution to the knowl-
edge of birds in the country. National researchers have contributed to a 
lesser extent and their work has mainly been restricted to the last three 
decades of the 20th century (Freile 2005). Exchange of information 

creation of instruments facilitating communication between the national 
ornithological community, such as electronic list servers, birding groups 
and national ornithological meetings, among others, still need to be 
strengthened (the 1st Ecuadorian Ornithological Meeting was held as 
recently as 2005). A national strategy for bird conservation, considered 
a priority (Freile & Rodas 2008), is currently being developed.



Although Ecuador is one of the smallest countries in South America, 
it has the fourth highest bird diversity of any country in the world with 

lombia and Peru. With nine Endemic Bird Areas covering continental 
Ecuador and a further area integrating the whole of the Galapagos ar-
chipelago, Ecuador has 169 restricted-range species according to Stat-

et al
243 for the continental area of the country. Despite the high number 
of restricted-range species, only eight birds are endemic to continental 
Ecuador, with a further 21 restricted entirely to the Galapagos islands, 

et al. 1998).

According to BirdLife International (2007), there are 127 threatened 
or Near Threatened (NT) species in Ecuador: seven Critically Endan-
gered (CR), 16 Endangered (EN), 46 Vulnerable (VU) and 58 NT. In 
their analysis of threatened species at national level, Granizo et al.
(2002) established 230 species in the following categories: 16 CR, 47 
EN, 98 VU and 69 NT. Soberingly, of eight endemic species in Ecua-
dor, seven are threatened at both global and national level.

1 Galápagos Heron (Butorides sundevalli) is no longer recognized by BirdLife International and has been lumped with Striated Heron (Butorides striata) and is therefore no longer considered a Galapagos endemic.
2 Changes in the 2008 IUCN Red List mean that Ecuador gains an additional CR species, Floreana Mockingbird (Mimus trifasciatus), uplisted from EN and an extra NT species, Peruvian Pelican

(Pelecanus thagus) recently split from Brown Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis). This directory uses 2007 red list categories throughout.



The IBA program in Ecuador began in October 1997 with the designa-
-

ciones Occidentales del Volcán Pichincha (EC043). In June 1998, the 
second IBA was declared at Bosque Protector Cerro Blanco (EC026). 
Between 1999 and 2000, the BirdLife partner CECIA (now known as 
Aves & Conservación) held three regional workshops to identify po-
tential IBAs with the support of Conservation International - Ecuador, 
BirdLife International and the Ministry of the Environment. CECIA 
consolidated the program in 2003 with the designation of a national 
coordinator and the establishment of a steering committee consisting 
of the aforementioned institutions. The IBA program was widely pub-
licized at national level and culminated in a National Workshop at the 
Universidad San Francisco de Quito (9–11 July 2003) and the later 
publication of a regional and national directory (Freile & Santander 

an extensive network of scientists and conservationists throughout the 
country (more than 200 people), including government organization 
staff, local communities and indigenous groups.

In total, 107 IBAs were designated in Ecuador (Table 1, Figure 1), 97 
of which are continental sites or islands and 10 are in the Galapagos 
Islands (Freile & Santander 2005a). IBAs have a total area of 91,435 
km2, representing 35.7% of the country’s total area. Of the Critically 
Endangered and Endangered species present in Ecuador, all but one 
are covered by the IBA network, and 92.5% of IBAs meet criterion A1. 
Thirteen globally threatened species are present in only one IBA. Sev-
enty-four IBAs (65.4% of the total) are triggered by the A2 criterion, 
with at least one IBA for each of the 168 restricted-range species. One 
hundred and eighty-seven of the 227 biome-restricted species are cov-
ered in at least one of 45 IBAs meeting this criterion. A total of 23 IBAs 
maintain congregations of waterbird or marine species, including some 
migratory species. The majority of sites meet criterion A4i. However, 
the fourth criterion was not applied strictly, given the lack of population 
information on congregatory birds in the country. Twelve sites were 

-
nies on islands within the Galapagos archipelago, such as Isla de La 
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With respect to migratory birds, 132 terrestrial, aquatic or marine spe-
cies have been recorded in Ecuador. Among those of global conservation 
concern are Cerulean Warbler (Dendroica cerulea; VU), Buff-breasted 
Sandpiper ( ; NT), Elegant Tern (Sterna elegans;
NT), Olive-sided Flycatcher (Contopus cooperi; NT) and Golden-
winged Warbler (Vermivora chrysoptera; NT). All IBAs have popula-
tions of migratory species, however, little information exists as to their 
habitat requirements on wintering grounds, routes taken and the threats 
they face, among others.

Approximately 90% of IBAs are located within a Biodiversity Hot-
spot (Myers et al. 2000) with the Tropical Andes Hotspot containing 
the highest number of IBAs. Within this Hotspot, 19 IBAs were desig-
nated in the Cóndor-Kutukú Conservation Corridor alone, highlighting 
the IBA program’s fundamental importance in providing a selection of 
sites on which to focus funds and implement urgent conservation actions 
within regional priority setting schemes. Furthermore, all 12 Ramsar 

World Heritage Sites (UNESCO 2005a): Galapagos National Park and 
the Galapagos Marine Reserve (10 IBAs in the whole archipelago); and 
the Sangay National Park. Ecuador’s three Biosphere Reserves, Galapa-
gos Islands, Yasuní and Sumaco (UNESCO 2005b) are also IBAs.

National System of Protected Areas as well as through other forms of 
protection. Of 107 IBAs, 25 are totally covered by the protected area 
system, 22 do not have any legal protection and 60 are partially pro-
tected (Figure 1). In the latter category, a small number contain legally 
protected areas, 20% contain forest reserves and the remaining sites 
contain one or more of the following protection categories: private or 
community reserves, indigenous territories (many with large territories 
relatively well conserved), biosphere reserves and Ramsar sites.

agricultural activities, burning of vegetation, selective logging and un-
sustainable exploitation of renewable resources are the principal threats 
to the conservation of most IBAs. Furthermore, unregulated tourism 
could affect the reproductive success of several species whilst unsus-

a seri-



ous threat to certain populations of birds (mainly cracids and psittacids). Similarly,
the overexploitation of wax palms (Ceroxylon spp.) to celebrate Palm Sunday is 
one of the principal reasons for the serious demise of two species of parrots: the 
Critically Endangered Yellow-eared Parrot (Ognorhynchus icterotis), possibly
extinct in Ecuador, and the Vulnerable Golden-plumed Parakeet (Leptosittaca

branickii). In many cases, large scale industrial processes are responsible for the 
elevated rates of deforestation, such as the critical state of forests in the Chocó 
region, where the majority have been converted to African Palm plantations. Wet-
lands have been equally affected, especially in coastal systems and in the Andes 

-
frastructure such as dams or shrimp farms. Additionally, if a new law on medium 
and large-scale open-cast mining is passed, it would rapidly become the greatest 
threat to IBAs in Ecuador. Threats to avifauna in the Galapagos are different 
and are associated with the presence of introduced species, diseases and phe-
nomena, such as strong and continued El Niño events, as well as incompatible 

-
fects of climate change, with populations of threatened and endemic birds in 
the Andean region probably the most affected.

Aves & Conservación (BirdLife in Ecuador and the IBA coordinating 
organization) considers the IBA program one of its most strategic mecha-
nisms for achieving its institutional objectives. Therefore, the organi-
zation is currently developing a National IBA Conservation Strategy 
which will encourage the participation of all organizations involved in 
the IBA program. Collaboration between environmental authorities, local 
government and other organizations is fundamental to meet the objec-
tives of such an ambitious program. In fact, Aves & Conservación and 
the Ministry of the Environment have been convening strategic alliances 
to advance the country’s commitments to international agreements, such 
as the conservation of Waved Albatross (Phoebastria irrorata) within 
the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels.

An important step forward for the program was the landmark deci-
-

ognize IBAs as areas of public interest for bird conservation, as well 
as a protection mechanism for birds in Ecuador (Ministerial Agree-

the Ecuadorian chapter of the Tropical Andes IBA Directory (Freile 

threatened species, protected by the Ecuadorian state.

Ecuador has already implemented a gap analysis for biodiversity con-
servation and priority setting on continental Ecuador as part of the CBD 
framework. In this study, a preliminary evaluation of spatial agreement 
between IBAs and proposed priority areas highlighted the fact that IBAs 

-
et al. 2006).

The formation of Local Conservation Groups (LCGs) and their em-
powerment with respect to IBAs has resulted in actions going beyond 
just training. IBAs have become the pretext allowing the organization 
of a diverse group of people with a common purpose: concern and 
interest to conserve biodiversity by promoting an adequate use of re-
sources through awareness raising. LCGs have a multiplying effect 
which has encouraged cooperation and local leadership, demonstrated, 
for example, in the tasks taken on by LCGs in the northwest of Pichin-
cha to challenge the imminent threats posed by the extensive mining 
concessions in the region.

Independently of the work carried out by Aves & Conservación, or-
ganizations in Ecuador have appropriated the IBA program and use 
it to support research proposal development as well as bird and other 

program helps to identify information gaps and set priorities for actions
at different levels.

Furthermore, IBAs have also awoken an interest in the private sec-

comm.). The EcoFondo is a fund of US $16,930,000 destined to envi-
ronmental conservation in Ecuador with validity until 2022. This initia-
tive was born as a result of a decision made by the companies OCP 
Ecuador S.A. and EnCana Corporation, with support from a group of 
NGOs, among them Aves & Conservación (at the time CECIA) and the 
BirdLife International Secretariat in Quito. Its objective is to support 
local and community efforts in conserving Ecuador’s natural heritage 
by means of funding projects with local participation in selected areas.

In the last three years, more than US $1.5m have allowed the conserva-
tion of 12 IBAs in Ecuador, located in the Tumbesian, Chocó and Ama-
zon regions: Reserva Ecológica Cayambe-Coca, Bosque Protector Cerro 
Blanco, Parque Nacional Machalilla, Isla Santa Clara, Isla Sangay, Ca-
zaderos-Mangaurquillo (La Ceiba), Reserva Ecológica Antisana, Gran 
Yasuní, Reserva de Producción Faunística Cuyabeno and three IBAs in 
northwest Pichincha. Aves & Conservación is implementing a project at 
these three priority IBAs through Local Conservation Groups (Box 2).



Data sources 

National IBA Directory
Áreas Importantes para la Conservación de las Aves en Ecuador (Freile & 
Santander 2005b).

Contact information
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Many of Ecuador’s IBAs face severe threats, but seen as priority sites, 
they also generate a great interest in their conservation. Local commu-
nities and private landowners within IBAs need to be informed of the 
program and of conservation initiatives for their conservation and sus-
tainable management (e.g. Box 3). This awareness raising among these 

actors aims to encourage the conservation of their forested areas as well 

support for conservation. This activity is not only the responsibility of 
Aves & Conservación, but of the whole of its network of local partners, 
which is in constant expansion.
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