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working in the region have received threats for trying to de-
nounce the problems that exist there52. 

The project “Tierra de Resistentes” (“Land of Resistants”)53, 
led by Colombian investigative journalist network Conse-
jo de Redacción (CdR), has documented the threats made 
against human rights activists in the Amazon basin. The pro-
ject provided evidence that those who are trying to defend 
the Amazon, mainly community leaders of ethnic minorities, 
are the target of attacks and criminal interests54. 

3.6 Development plans

As the mentioned examples demonstrate, the visions of de-
velopment for the Amazon conceived in the capital cities, in 
government offices and big companies, on many occasions 
clash with the needs of the local communities that inhabit 
the region. 

In Peru, for example, the program “Visión de Futuro” of the 
National Center for Strategic Planning (CEPLAN55) seeks to 
turn the Amazon into a strategic region for the country’s de-
velopment through oil projects. As part of this program, until 
May 2020 permits were granted for 64 fossil-fuel lots in the 
region, making up 72 percent of the Peruvian Amazon. 

In Colombia, the Ministry of Environment and Sustainable De-
velopment, mayors, governors, and directors of autonomous 
regional corporations signed an agreement to reduce defo-

restation in the Amazon. This “Visión Amazonia” pact, signed 
in January 2020, follows the conservation approach of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) and seeks to reduce the 
level of deforestation to zero by 203056. The pact seeks to coor-
dinate the actions of national, local, and environmental au-
thorities in the fight against deforestation57. However, in spite 
of this commitment, the appropriation of lands for uses other 
than conservation continues to expand in the region (see the 
section on Colombia in chapter 4).

In Ecuador the government has implemented many deve-
lopment programs in the Amazon. Among them is the pro-
ject “Managing Landscapes with Multiple Uses and a High 
Conservation Value for the Sustainable Development of the 
Ecuadorian Amazon Region” (2016) led by the Ministry of the 
Environment and the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP). The initiative seeks to bring together national efforts 
to reduce greenhouse gases with the country’s agendas and 
productive sector policies for reducing deforestation and 
promoting a sustainable use of natural resources58. There is 
also the “Plan Integral para la Amazonia” (“Integral Plan for 
the Amazon”) (2016)59 that proposes models for generating 
public policies based on sustainable development, taking 
into account the perspective of indigenous communities. This 
proposal also seeks to consolidate regional integration of the 
countries in the Amazon basin by channeling efforts through 
multilateral bodies, and to articulate plans to protect shared 
ecosystems. Furthermore, there is the Productive Transfor-
mation Agenda — Sustainable Agro-productive Reconversion 
in the Ecuadorian Amazon60, a project led since 2015 by the 
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Sinangoe, Sucumbíos, Ecuador | The opening of roads in the 
Amazon is accompanied by deforestation. In the image the 
forest is recovering lost space, after a river flood destroyed 
the road.
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National Secretariat for Planning and Development of Ecua-
dor that seeks to implement integral planning systems for 
transforming grasslands for crop diversification and refores-
tation. According to the official documents, the project will be 
applied over 3000 km² in the six Ecuadorian Amazon provin-
ces: Sucumbíos, Orellana, Napo, Pastaza, Morona Santiago, 
and Zamora Chinchipe. All of these projects, at least on paper, 
claim to take into account the principles of “buen vivir”, an in-
digenous concept that refers to living a full life, in harmony 
and balance with nature.

3 .  S O C I A L  A N D  E N V I R O N M E N T A L  C O N F L I C T S

Puyo, Ecuador | Members of the indigenous Waorani Nation celebrate 
after a court granted their request to stop a bidding process for the search 
for oil on their ancestral land.

52 MTZ, Cesar. (2018) “Tres periodistas de Putumayo denuncian amenazas.” InfoAmazonia, www.bit.ly/30YtRjr
53 Carried out with the support of DW Akademie and the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ).
54 Tierra de resistentes. (2020), www.tierraderesistentes.com
55 National Center for Strategic Planning (CEPLAN) (s.f.) “Visión del Perú al 2050.”, www.ceplan.gob.pe/visionperu2050
56 Visión Amazonia. (s.f.), www.visionamazonia.minambiente.gov.co
57 Visión Amazonia.	(2020)	“Autoridades	locales	fi	rman	gran	pacto	por	deforestación	cero.”, www.bit.ly/3ejSrPN
58 National Biodiversity Institute. (2019) “Programa Integral Amazónico de Conservación de Bosques y Producción Sostenible.”,

www.bit.ly/2NfN1cE
59 National Secretariat for Planning and Development. (2016) “Plan Integral para la Amazonia.”, 

www.extwprlegs1.fao.org/docs/pdf/ecu166986anx.pdf
60 Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock. (s.f.) “Agenda de Transformación Productiva Amazónica Reconversión Agroproductiva 
 Sostenible en la Amazonia Ecuatoriana.”, www.bit.ly/2YikhGz
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Despite significant deficiencies in the communications in-
frastructure compared to other regions, and the high level 
of conflict in the region, the availability of new communica-
tion technologies opens up perspectives for diverse com-
munication strategies in Amazon territories. Some of them 
can be focused on defending the environment, others on 
reinforcing cultural identity. Whichever the case, technolo-
gies that enter the region from the outside must be adap-
ted to the possibilities and needs of the inhabitants of the 
Amazon rainforest.

In this section we will take a closer look at Colombia, Ecua-
dor and Peru, in order to talk more concretely about the 
possibilities and limitations for the communities of the 
Amazon region to exercise their right to information and 
freedom of expression. This chapter is based on informa-
tion obtained through the fieldwork of three researchers: 
Clara Robayo (Ecuador), Franklin Cornejo Urbina (Peru), and 
María Clara Valencia (Colombia). They engaged in dialogue 
with a total of 19 communities in the three countries and 
spoke with local community reporters, and environmental 
activists. Workshops, focus groups, and individual inter-
views were organized. The main criterion for selecting the 
communities was for them to have had some experience 
with community media.

In Ecuador, six Amazonian communities were visited, three 
of them in the province of Sucumbíos (Sinangoe, Yamanun-
ca and Atari), two in Napo (Amupakin and Rukullakta, both 
in the Archidona canton), and the third was the Shuar Aru-
tam people in the province of Morona Santiago.

In Peru the communities studied were: Nauta, the capital 
of the province of Loreto in the region of the same name; 
Puerto Maldonado, the capital of the region Madre de Dios; 
and Pucallpa, the capital of Ucayali. 

In Colombia, six workshops were carried out with members 
of indigenous and settler-peasant communities, three of 
them in the department of Putumayo and three in Amazo-
nas. In Putumayo, the participants came from the commu-
nities of Puerto Leguizamo, Puerto Asís, Puerto Caicedo, 
Orito, San Miguel, and Valle del Guamuez. In Amazonas, 
work was carried out with people from the capital, Leticia, 
and from various neighboring communities. 

The field studies focused on the communication strategies 
that the communities had created to face the threats to their 
natural environments and to their cultural identity. This ena-
bled the identification of commonalities in the three coun-
tries. One generalized problem is the growing extractivism 
in the region; be it illegal logging activities, pollution caused 
by oil extraction and mining, or illegal plantations.

Faced with these threats, the main concern in all the com-
munities visited was to defend their territory and preserve 
their own culture. One common characteristic of the di-
fferent indigenous communities is their close relationship 
with the natural environment, expressed through rituals 
and songs that communicate directly with nature. These 
traditional forms of communication, as well as the use of 
indigenous languages instead of Spanish, are important re-
sistance strategies when confronted by an external culture 
that is perceived as aggressive and dominant.

At the present time, many indigenous communication ini-
tiatives combine aspects of their traditional cultures with 
the tools of modern electronic media, mainly radio and In-
ternet. Despite huge infrastructure gaps, digital networks 
are increasingly present in the rainforest and offer new al-
ternatives for communication that are especially attractive 
for young people.

 

 

 

 

The coca leaf: a fundamental part  
of Amazonian cultures 
 

For the indigenous peoples of the Amazon, the coca plant 
is	sacred.	The	leaves	are	first	toasted	and	then	ground	in	a	
mortar. The resulting powder is then chewed with an extract 
of tobacco and other plants. Coca and tobacco are used in 
rituals and in daily life for healing and communicating with 
the spirits of nature. The exploitation of coca to produce co-
caine for global markets is causing huge environmental and 
cultural damage in the Amazon. 
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61 Data published by the human rights organization “Somos Defensores”, www.somosdefensores.org/boletines-trimestrales1

4.1 Colombia

A central problem in the Colombian Amazon region is the ar-
med conflict that is closely tied to the exploitation of natural 
resources. Illegal crops, different monocultures (including 
palm oil and, more recently, eucalyptus), cattle farming, mi-
ning, and oil extraction are all threatening — in an increasin-
gly violent way — the Colombian Amazon ecosystems. Many 
of these economic activities entail the appropriation of large 
swaths of land by illegal armed groups, as well as the forced 
displacement of communities.

It was expected that the signing of a peace agreement be-
tween the State and the FARC guerrillas in 2016 would reduce 
armed clashes and murders in a country suffering from over 
50 years of armed conflict, and would lead to a better regula-
tion of land ownership, which is largely the origin of the pro-
blem. However, these expectations were not met. Although 
the treaty put an end to armed clashes between the FARC and 
the Colombian army, the threats to and murders of social lea-
ders, many of them environmental activists, have increased. 
In the first three months of 2020 alone, 47 social leaders were 
murdered in the country (compared to 25 in the first trimester 
of 2019), six of them in the Amazonian Department of Putu-
mayo61. In such a violent context, it is extremely difficult for 
communities to unite and better defend their territories.

In Putumayo, which is considered one of the most violent de-
partments in the country, fear has silenced the population. 
Expressing opinions about the conflict means exposing one-
self to the violence of armed groups. Often these groups  act 
anonymously, making it difficult to know the origin of indivi-
dual threats. Violence can come from dissident factions of the 
FARC who refused to lay down their weapons, other guerrilla 
groups that are still active such as ELN, or paramilitary groups 
in the service of large landowners or organized crime. The 
inhabitants of the Colombian Amazon often use the general 
term “new actors” to refer to these groups.

In many places, violence stops local communities from ex-
ploring their rainforest environment and learning about the 
diversity that surrounds them. In Putumayo, for example, the-
re are certain no-go areas for the community. However, the 
violence is constantly shifting and the actors are hard to loca-

4 .  A  L O O K  A T  S O M E  O F  T H E  C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  T H E  A M A Z O N

Consará Mecaya and Nukanchipa 
Llacta Reserves

Pucallpa

Puerto Nariño

Puerto Asís

Puerto CaicedoOrito

Leticia

La Chorrera

La Hormiga, Valle del Guamuez

San Miguel

 As long as the government 
has vested interests, and the world 
sees the Amazon as a business, 
it won’t be possible to protect it.
Anonymous social leader in Putumayo

Communities involved in the study of 
the Colombian Amazon

COLOMBIA
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te — threats can appear in different places on different days. 
Fear stops communities organizing to defend their territories 
and build communication processes.

The result is a dismantling of social structures, which jeopar-
dizes the transmission of ancestral knowledge to new genera-
tions. In the Amazon, the well-known saying, “when an elder 
dies, a library is lost forever” is a palpable reality. According 
to renowned French anthropologist Philippe Descola, an adult 
hunter can tell hundreds of different birds apart, imitate their 
songs, and describe their habits. He does not kill more ani-
mals than are necessary for the survival of the family group, 
and therefore helps to maintain an ecological balance62. Wes-
tern science has only recently begun to understand the com-
plexity of the rainforest ecosystems.

In Putumayo, the expansion of illegal mining and oil extrac-
tion activities, and of illegal plantations, is causing new disea-
ses because of the water pollution. The mota fish, which was 
one of the most eaten species in the region, can no longer be 
eaten due to its high mercury content. An indigenous leader in 
one of the workshops stated, “We Kichwa live off fish because 
we live next to rivers. This is poisoning us. There are diseases 
like hydrocephalus that are increasing exponentially.”

The pressure on the rainforest from Western lifestyles is in-
creasing and leading to changes in behavior that include 

communication. Now it is normal to see communal houses, 
traditionally places for dancing and storytelling, furnished 
with satellite antennas and televisions. Instead of the stories 
of their elders, people listen to actors in soap operas made in 
the capital. Due to a lack of economic alternatives, the diesel 
needed for power generation, as well as the satellite and pho-
ne services, can only be paid for by extracting more resources 
from the forest and rivers.

In the Department of Amazonas, the context of violence is 
different from Putumayo. Amazonas is known as the “de-
partment of peace.” However, the lack of job opportunities 
is forcing many young people into work on illegal planta-
tions, mainly coca plantations, which is bringing new pro-
blems to the region. Coca plantations not only cause defo-
restation but also water and soil pollution due to the use 
of chemicals. In addition, local workers are often not paid 
in money, but in freebase cocaine, a pre-product of pow-
der cocaine, which they later sell in their communities. This 
creates deep-rooted conflicts in a culture that traditionally 
values the coca leaf as sacred.

In the Department of Amazonas in Colombia there are no 
community broadcasters that provide information on these 
problems. There are only commercial broadcasters and those 
of the security forces. In addition, there are six newspapers 
and two news websites that give out information on local to-
pics, but these are located in the department capital of Leticia 
and do not reach the more isolated communities.

The general perception of the participants in the workshops 
conducted in this research project is that the media do not 
represent them, and are not transmitting information about 
what is happening in the territories or shedding light on pro-
blems such as corruption or increased deforestation. “There 

Puerto Nariño, Colombia | The use of technology is becoming increasingly 
important in the region. Social media and digital messaging serve to com-
municate immediate events among people with access to the Internet. 
The information is then relayed by word of mouth.

 You can’t think about the 
environment when they’re killing people 
and throwing them into the river.
Testimony of an anonymous community reporter 
in Putumayo  
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are few journalists, and there are many radio hosts that stoke 
up tensions” explained one of the participants.

However, a series of media projects are also seeking to give 
increased visibility to the relationship between the rainforest 
and its inhabitants. In Leticia, some indigenous communities 
are working with professors from the National University63 to 
develop a digital application for disseminating the transla-
tions of ancestral songs. For communities participating in this 
process, it is an opportunity to reflect on their culture and na-
tive language. In a community of the Bora ethnic group near 
Leticia, a bird-watching app is being developed in the Bora 
language. It is an exercise to teach children about the won-
ders of their environmental heritage, and at the same time to 
strengthen their language, as well as their skills in the use of 
new technologies.

In addition to projects that seek to apply new technologies to 
the cultural context of the Amazon, the political organizations 
of ethnic groups are interested in their use for political com-
munication and the building of leadership skills. For example, 
the Organization of Indigenous Peoples of the Colombian 
Amazon (OPIAC) has founded a school of political communi-
cation. Together with other indigenous organizations and tra-
ditional authorities in Colombia, OPIAC has created a public 
policy of indigenous communication for the country. This fo-
cuses on their own forms of communication, with nature, the 
environment, and spirituality. “We indigenous peoples need 
to be in permanent communication with nature. That is the 
main difference in this regard between us and the West. That 
is why we need guarantees for the protection of and access 
to special spaces in our territory: spaces where we practice 
communicative exercises and rituals, which are crucial for the 
survival of our people and our culture. Cases of disturbance, 
disrespect, pillaging, displacement, and appropriation of sa-
cred indigenous sites are rampant64.”

Until recently, it was normal for indigenous reporters to work in 
non-indigenous media, producing news for their communities 
that were occasionally in their native language. Today, the po-
litical, cultural, and educational organizations of the different 
ethnic groups see the need to create their own media sources, 
and emphasize the importance of autonomous communication 
processes. This has led to the creation of a series of training 
initiatives, such as the Mobile School for Indigenous Commu-
nication led by Nelly Kuiru of the Murui Muina people, which 

promotes training processes and has created various collecti-
ves of young media producers throughout the Department of 
Amazonas65. The Colombian State, although it has been open 
to dialogue with indigenous organizations on communication 
policies, has not been very proactive in this area, despite its 
importance for the democratic participation of a population 
that has traditionally been excluded. However, the Ministry of 
Culture supports the training of indigenous community media 
producers through courses, media advisory services, and scho-
larships for the production of content66. 

On the other hand, the colonist-peasant communities have 
initiatives such as theater collectives, sporting events, tra-
ining schools, communal action boards, associations, and 
other groups. These activities connect different generations 
and promote community development. These activities are 
very important in a region where Internet access is severely 
limited. One example is the Cantoyaco (“song of the water”) 
initiative based in Puerto Caicedo, 60 km south of Mocoa, 
the capital of the department of Putumayo. Cantoyaco is a 
network of community broadcasters and artistic collectives 
from different parts of the department. In addition to its ra-
dio programs, Cantoyaco organizes fun activities designed 
to enhance integration as well as training sessions. Its goal is 
to work towards social and sustainable development, and to 
“build structures for living together at a very delicate time in 
the history of Colombian conflict67.”  

4 .  A  L O O K  A T  S O M E  O F  T H E  C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  T H E  A M A Z O N

62 Descola’s most important work, “Beyond Nature and Culture” (Buenos Aires, 2012), is the result of decades of studying the Achuar 
 people in Ecuador.
63 Angarita, Emilio; Vento, Roberto; José, Javier; Manduca, Marcelino, Ramos, Hugo. (2010) “Cantos del ritual de la pelazón tikuna.” 
 Universidad Nacional, www.bit.ly/3ekyKHr
64 Opiac (2016), “Política pública de comunicación indígena.”, www.opiac.org.co/comunicacion-indigena
65 Ministry of culture (2017), “Escuelas y procesos de formación en comunicación indígena.”, www.bit.ly/3fFRelX
66 Management Report, Directorate of Communications, Ministry of Culture (2018), www.bit.ly/2P5r5Sh
67 Cantoyaco, www.radioscomunitariasdelputumayo.blogspot.com

The war on drugs and the armed 
conflict between insurgent 
groups, paramilitaries and state 
forces have a strong negative im-
pact on the Colombian Amazon.
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4.2 Ecuador

In Ecuador’s Amazonian region, as in the greater Amazon, 
radio is still the most important means of communication. 
The community broadcaster Radio Sucumbíos, for example, 
in Nueva Loja, the capital of Sucumbíos on the border with 
Colombia in the north of the country, has been functioning 
since 1992. Its signal covers a large part of the province with 
its 250,000 inhabitants. Founded by Catholic priests who 
were followers of liberation theology, the radio is commi-
tted both to evangelizing and spreading news and infor-
mation on the matters that affect the communities of this 
Amazonian province. However, although the radio is broad-
cast in a region where six different languages are spoken, 
the programs of Radio Sucumbíos are broadcast solely in 
Spanish and Kichwa.

The radio’s content is produced in constant feedback with 
the information provided by its listeners. A recurring topic 
is the environmental impact of the oil companies operating 
in the province. For community activists, Radio Sucumbíos 
is a very important medium because when there are con-
sultation meetings with the oil companies, the radio is in-
vited to report on developments. Moreover, whenever the 
oil companies fail to fulfill their agreements, the situation is 
denounced publicly through Radio Sucumbíos.

Recently the broadcaster started to become involved with 

digital technologies. Programs are transmitted via live 
stream on the radio’s website and some of its content is 
shared on social media such as Facebook and WhatsApp. 
This makes it possible for the programs to be heard by peo-
ple who live outside the region. Together with 35 other com-
munity broadcasters in Ecuador, Radio Sucumbíos is a part 
of the national network CORAPE68.

During the government of Rafael Correa (2007 – 2017), 
Ecuadorian community radios received an important boost 
thanks to the Organic Communications Law decreed in 2008 
and approved via referendum in 2011. This law established 
that a third of the radio frequencies in the country should 
be reserved for community broadcasters. However, the law 
was highly controversial because it also imposed significant 
restrictions on the private media sector. Its opponents re-
ferred to it as the “gag law”, and it was amended after the 
change of government in 2017.

Under Correa, 14 indigenous communities, 10 of which live 
in the Amazon region, received broadcasting licenses and 
technical equipment including antennas and transmitters. 
These measures were part of a government campaign to 
strengthen the constitutional right of indigenous peoples 
to free and intercultural communication69. However, at the 
time of this research project, only five of these new indige-
nous broadcasters in the Amazon were still active. Most of 
the other community media in the region belong to chur-

Sinangoe

Amupakin and Rukullakta, 
Archidona

Shuar Arutam People

Pucallpa

Atari, Alto Eno 

Yamanunca, Shushufindi

Communities involved in the 
study of the Ecuadorian Amazon

ECUADOR
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ches. In 2020 the government started a tender process for 
radio frequencies for community broadcasters. However, 
due to high maintenance costs and lack of financing, most 
community broadcasters are now in an extremely preca-
rious situation.

Many new communication initiatives are based on digital 
media. One example is the project of the Cofán people of 
Sinangoe that inhabits an area of 55,000 hectares (550 km²) 
in the province of Sucumbíos. Supported by environmental 
NGOs, this community has designed digital strategies, in-
cluding the use of drones, to provide information on what is 
happening in their territory70. On a joint website managed 
together with other indigenous communities, the Kofán de-
nounce the destruction of their environment caused by oil 
extraction: “Our way of living is changing; the water and 
forests are becoming polluted by oil extraction. The log-
ging industry is cutting down the forest, and the planting 
of African palm trees is drying out our wetlands and chan-
ging the ecosystems71.” To monitor their territory, the Kofán 
use camera drones to identify and denounce illegal mining 
and logging activities and identify cases of river pollution. 
They have used the information collected as evidence in a 
lawsuit against the government for violating their right to 
prior consultation. In 2018 they achieved a ruling favorable 
to the community that suspended all mining concessions in 
the area72. 

The Shuar Arutam people who live between the rivers 
Kuankus and Cenepa in the province of Morona Santiago, 
at the southeastern edge of Ecuador on the Peruvian bor-
der, also use drones to defend their territory from oil and 
hydroelectric companies. The images they obtain are also 
used in lawsuits and shared on social networks73.

Many of the people interviewed during fieldwork stated 
that conventional media outlets often create a negative 
image of indigenous peoples, especially in the context of 
social protests, leading to racism and discrimination direc-
ted against leaders and communities. In response, indige-
nous organizations have developed strategies for streng-
thening internal forms of communication between peoples 
through statements, assemblies, social media, and radio 
broadcasts in their own languages.

One communication platform created by the Confedera-
tion of Indigenous Nationalities of the Ecuadorian Amazon 
(CONFENIAE) provides Amazonian groups with information 
related to the activities of the indigenous movement. The 
organization comprises 1500 communities belonging to 
the ethnic groups: Kichwa, Shuar, Achuar, Waorani, Sapara, 
Andwa, Shiwiar, Cofán, Siona, Siekopai, and Kijus74. One of 
their communication strategies is the initiative “Lanceros 
Digitales” (“Digital Lancers”) that brings together commu-
nity reporters media producers, especially young people. 
Since its launch in 2017, more than 100 young people have 
been trained to report on their reality and problems affec-
ting their communities. In order to disseminate this infor-
mation they use social media such as Facebook and Twitter, 
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68 The other CORAPE (Coordinator of Popular and Educational Community Media of Ecuador) broadcasters in the Amazon are located in the  
 provinces of Zamora Chinchipe (Radio Voz de Zamora), Morona Santiago (Voz del Upano), Napo (Radio Stereo Ideal), and Pastaza (Radio  
 Interoceánica). 

69 Ministry of Telecommunications. (s.f.) “Nacionalidades indígenas recibieron equipamiento para sus radios.”, www.bit.ly/3jVl7lq 
70 Basantes, Ana Cristina.	(2019)	GK.	“Confianza	en	el	anteojo,	no	en	el	ojo.”, www.gk.city/2019/11/05/cofan-de-sinangoe-mineria 
71 Alianza Ceibo, www.alianzaceibo.org/alianza 
72 Paz, Antonio. (2018) “Ecuador: justicia ordena frenar toda actividad minera en territorio del pueblo indígena Cofán de Sinangoe.” Mongabay, 
 www.bit.ly/3gjeSFG 
73 Amazonia socio ambiental. (2019) “Tecnología para cazar delitos: monitores indígenas combaten la ilegalidad.”, www.bit.ly/3hNGH9x 
74 CONFENAIE, www.confeniae.net

Using drones to defend indigenous 
territories  
 

The  Cofán  indigenous  people  of  Sinangoe  (Sucumbíos 
Province), Ecuador, monitors its 550 km² of territory using 
drones, GPS information, and camera traps. These tools al-
low them to identify illegal mining and logging activities. 
The  information  gathered  is  then  published  on  the  com-
munity’s website, social media, and other channels. This 
has helped them put pressure on the State to take measures 
to protect their territory.
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in addition to online radio, which can be heard on the CON-
FENIAE website.

It is clear that the digital revolution is transforming commu-
nication in the Ecuadorian Amazon. All of the communities 
visited seek to have their own media in order to defend their 
rights, denounce the appropriation of their territories, and 
better preserve their languages and customs. The need for 
such communication channels is evident, especially in pla-
ces where there are no traditional media outlets to uncover 
the abuses of power that exist there.

4.3 Peru

Just as in many other areas of the Amazon, indigenous or-
ganizations in the Peruvian part of the rainforest see them-
selves forced to defend their territories from the threats of 
oil extraction, illegal mining, palm oil monocultures, cattle 
farming projects introduced to the rainforest by radical re-
ligious groups, and solid-waste pollution75. These pheno-
mena, manifestations of an unfettered development mo-
del, clash in the rainforest with the integral cosmovision of 
the indigenous communities, in which forests and rivers, 
as well as farmed land, are all considered sacred spaces. In 
the Amazonian world, culture consists of a wide range of 
rituals and sociocultural practices that are celebrated and 
re-created in these territories, in which men and women, 
the natural and the sacred, and animals and the superna-
tural beings of their beliefs all form part of their ancestral 
memories and histories.

Puerto Leguízamo

Sinangoe

Nauta

Puerto Maldonado

Pucallpa

Puerto Asís
Puerto CaicedoOrito

 Oil didn’t bring progress. In the 
northern Amazon it has brought 
destruction, disease, poverty, death, 
and displacement.
Workshop participant in Ecuador

 The struggle of our Kukama people 
has to take place creatively by rescuing 
our memory and stories.
Leonardo Tello, director of Ucamara radio 
in Nauta, Ecuador 

Communities involved in the 
study of the Peruvian Amazon
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For indigenous peoples, the efforts to achieve a recognition 
of their ways of life in the arena of public policy entail huge 
challenges. Generally speaking, the communities are neither 
consulted nor heard in the debates surrounding extractive 
projects. In addition, communities cannot participate in the-
se discussions in their own languages, a fact which already 
restricts their participation in dialogue processes, leading to 
misunderstandings and an abuse of power.

The exercise of freedom of expression on the part of Peru-
vian-Amazonian indigenous peoples in the media and other 
communications spaces is severely restricted. This is becau-
se this social group does not have its own means or facilities 
for accessing radio and television in order to communicate 
their own identity and opinions. However, they receive su-
pport from third parties such as the Catholic Church and 
non-governmental organizations in order to organize pro-
gramming or have access to radio space on private or com-
munity broadcasters.

Despite certain commonalities regarding ritual practices, 
there are differences in the way each community defends 
its territory. Some mainly carry out political work, such as 
the Awajún, who inhabit the Peruvian Department of Ama-
zonas, as well as their neighbors the Wampis, who inhabit 
the northern region between the departments of Amazo-
nas and Loreto. These peoples see themselves as warriors 
and defenders of their rainforest territories. The Wampis, 
a highly organized indigenous community, continue figh-
ting for political autonomy and one of their projects is to 
become a nation. In addition, they have managed to esta-
blish their own radio station. This is an almost unique case, 
because the Peruvian state’s communication policy does 
not contemplate providing Amazonian indigenous commu-

nities with any type of individual or community-managed 
communication tools.

On the other hand, it is also important to highlight the work 
of indigenous reporters and radio producers who, despite 
working at non-indigenous media sources, promote aspects 
of their local Amazonian culture such as their language. In 
their programs they talk about the rivers, the territories, and 
the various forms of daily life in their communities. These 
local reporters who broadcast radio programs in their own 
language are important for the development of a sense of 
community. Normally, those responsible for creating a com-
munity spirit are leaders, authorities, or shamans/healers, 
who do so through rituals, communal agricultural tasks, 
sporting activities, etc. 

One communication program that stands out is Radio Uca-
mara in Nauta, a town with a population of 20,000. Nauta is 
located on the Marañón River, only kilometers away from 
where it joins the Ucayali River to form the Amazon River. A 
highway connects Nauta with Iquitos, the capital of the de-
partment of Loreto. Despite being attached to the Catholic 
Church (it belongs to the apostolic vicariate of Iquitos), Radio 
Ucamara is exceptional in its commitment to the local indige-
nous culture and cosmovision. The Kukama-kukamiria peo-
ple that inhabits the region were enslaved during the rubber 
boom at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. As a consequence, many members of this community 
had to leave their lands in Nauta and flee to the Colombian 
Amazon region, which is very close to the triple border be-
tween Peru, Colombia, and Ecuador.

Radio Ucamara seeks to revitalize the local culture by telling 
the life stories of the inhabitants of communities that live clo-

4 .  A  L O O K  A T  S O M E  O F  T H E  C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  T H E  A M A Z O N
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Pucallpa, Peru | Street art that represent the traditions of the 
Shipibo-Conibo people, their relationship with the animals, 
the plants and the spirits of the Amazon forest
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se to the rivers. Leonardo Tello, the broadcaster’s coordinator, 
states, “The struggle of our Kukama people has to take place 
creatively by rescuing our memory and stories.” That is the 
communicational strategy we work with at Radio Ucamara.” 
Part of Radio Ucamara’s project consists in mapping native 
communities that settle on the banks of the Marañón River in 
order to rescue the stories of the rivers, which are considered 
living beings where their ancestors rest. The radio also orga-
nizes competitions in which children and elders write stories 
and send them in. The best are then read on the radio. 

Another organization, COHARIMYA, is located in the region 
of Madre de Dios. It brings together the Harakmbut, Yine 
and Machiguenga peoples and communities, who inhabit 
the region around the upper reaches of the Madre de Dios 
River and its tributaries. One of the environmental problems 
affecting these communities is the pollution of the rivers due 
to illegal gold-mining. On its website, COHARIMYA describes 
its mission as “defending territorial rights and contributing 
to the integral development of native communities76.” There 
are no indigenous broadcasters in this part of the rainforest 
and the communities there do not have the means to create 
one. However, in 2020, the communities began the process 
of installing Internet to create a digital broadcaster with the 
goal of communicating the demands of indigenous peoples 
to decision-makers.

In the Department of Ucayali, the Shipibo-Conibo people are 
traditionally known for their special way of speaking, singing, 
and telling stories on the radio. In the capital of Pucallpa and 
in nearby communities, various indigenous reporters have 
programs on local broadcasters. One of them, Cecilio Soria, 
has been active in different radio spaces in his region and is 
considered a voice of authority for his people. He studied at 
university in Lima in his youth and, despite not graduating, 
has honed his skills as a radio presenter and communicator 
through practice. Cecilio thinks that it is important to have 
a relationship with the global world, with the world outside, 
because it is the only way of having leverage in matters that 
are important for the Shipibos. He explains, “At the radio, 
Shipibo-Conibo presenters have two functions. They not 
only speak and provide information, but accompany their 
people and provide a sense of collective self-esteem.”

Another Shipibo-Conibo reporter, Ronald Suárez Maynas, hi-
ghlights the importance of indigenous media producers for 
the political process of the Shipibo-Conibo people, which has 
a population of 45,000 and is thus one of the largest in the 
Peruvian Amazon. Suárez Maynas leads the Shipibo-Conibo 

council as well as Xetebo, an organization that advocates in-
digenous self-government. “We dream of having a commu-
nication system that belongs to the Shipibo-Conibo people,” 
he says; “our own radio, television, our own newspaper, our 
own networks; that would be our communication.” The Shi-
pibo-Conibo have 40 years of experience making radio pro-
grams — four decades of continuous struggle for the right 
to communication. “We started out with a five-minute radio 
program, and then went to 15 minutes, then 30 minutes and 
then an hour. And they put us on at difficult slots and times 
so that nobody would listen to us, but we in our communities 
did listen; at five in the morning everybody is awake. Now we 
have eight radio programs on the same broadcaster at peak 
times and anybody can listen to us from their cars or from 
their homes and have an opinion.”

Recently, the Shipibo-Conibo council and Xetebo began to 
expand their Internet communication activities. In Pucallpa 
and the neighboring areas there is good fiber-optic Internet 
connection. Through a Facebook channel, the organization 
broadcasts news about the communities and musical en-
tertainment. One demand of this organization is that rural 
communities be connected. “If we achieved that, we would 
no longer be fighting to obtain an analog radio license,” says 
Suárez Maynas. 

In Lima, the Peruvian NGO SERVINDI (Intercultural Commu-
nication Services) uses a digital platform to shed light on the 
situation of indigenous peoples. SERVINDI works as a news 
agency that provides information on Peruvian indigenous 
peoples and facilitates workshops for community media pro-
ducers and leaders of indigenous organizations. Jorge Agur-
to, the director of SERVINDI, highlights the difficulties that 
these organizations face due to the lack of training of their 
leaders. “Before there were political and leadership schools. 
Now that’s all disappeared.”

It is important to note that the Peruvian state has begun 
to offer more and more space for programs in indigenous 

 We need to bring radio to the 
communities. Although radio itself  
will not improve the quality of life  
in the community, it can be a means  
of bringing the demands of these  
peoples to decision-makers.
Sandra Bellido, communicator at Coharyima

 We want the indigenous communities 
to use satellite Internet for defending  
their territory. In that regard, we  
also want to work with a radio service.
Alejandro Irey, president of Coharyima,  
of the Harakmbut people
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76 Coharyima, www.coharyima.org/nosotros

languages through its media outlets. In 2019, for example, 
the national television channel TVPeru launched a television 
show produced by Shipibo-Conibo producers in their own 
language. However, this program is broadcast in the early 
morning hours, so that it does not bother the mestizo, Spa-
nish-speaking mass audiences. The ethnic diversity of Peru, 
a country inhabited by 55 indigenous peoples, is still not re-
flected in national media.

Rosa Gualinga, leader of the Shiwiar community in 
the Ecuadorian Amazon. Women in the Amazon work 
to strengthen their leadership.
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The information presented in the previous chapters makes it 
possible to identify various factors that limit freedom of ex-
pression and the free circulation of information. There are 
commonalities in the region that are not restricted by politi-
cal borders: environmental pressure, social exclusion of the 
inhabitants, a lack of communications infrastructure, and the 
lack of educational possibilities are only some of them. These 
factors create an unfavorable situation for the citizens of the 
Amazon basin to participate in, influence, and bring relevant 
topics into the public arena. The populations of these regions 
say they need to create their own communication channels, 
which will allow them to defend the integrity of their territo-
ries, as well as to pass on information on the destruction of the 
ecosystem and local strategies to rescue it. 

We have identified a great diversity of projects organized by 
local media producers, often in an alliance with other sec-
tors of civil society that are interested in generating infor-
mation offers from and for the Amazon. In general terms, 
the most promising initiatives for fostering democratic dis-
cussions in the region are those that take into account the 
following criteria:

– They work together with grassroots social processes in 
their respective localities.

– They strengthen cultural diversity and value the identity 
of individuals and collectives.

– They search for technological solutions adapted to the 
conditions of each place.

– They seek to form alliances. 

The objective of this study was, in the first place, to identify 
the difficulties for communicating in the Amazon, but also 
to make proposals for change. In the different forums es-
tablished in the context of this research, as well as during 
the fieldwork, it was possible to become acquainted with 
projects that seek to improve the participation of regional 
inhabitants in communication, information, and dialogue 
networks. Some of these projects have existed for years, 
while others are still in development. These proposals can 
be systematized according to their contribution to the crea-
tion of solutions for socioenvironmental conflicts from a 
communications perspective. We have thus identified four 
main areas:

5.1 Cultural diversity and biodiversity

It is clear that the protection of biological diversity and the 
Amazonian biome is closely tied to the cultural specificity and 
knowledge of the ethnic groups that have inhabited it for cen-
turies without destroying it. At the same time, the increase in 
extractivist projects, monocultures, extensive cattle farming, 
and the associated migratory movements are endangering 
the survival of these cultures.

For this reason, many Amazonian indigenous communities 
are interested in creating communication processes to es-
tablish a symbiotic relationship between traditional forms 
of communication, such as ancestral stories, rituals, or dan-
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ces, and new electronic and digital media. This would allow 
communities to extend their dissemination channels and the 
exchange of experiences. Furthermore, indigenous organi-
zations are interested in creating their own communication 
outlets for strengthening their local cultures and the political 
participation of ethnic groups.

Radio Ucamara in Peru is one example: this broadcaster pro-
duces programs based on stories, traditions, and testimonies 
of the peoples who live along the rainforest rivers, so that it 
functions as a medium to promote the construction of identity 
and cultural memory.

For its part, the National University of Colombia supports Ama-
zonian indigenous communities in the creation of digital appli-
cations for translating local languages and identifying birds.

What unites all these projects is their search for ways of pro-
moting native peoples’ cultural values and knowledge of na-
ture through new communication technologies, permitting 
the creation of bridges for greater intercultural dialogue. The-
se local communication initiatives can also serve as a link to 
involve other actors such as universities or journalists from 
the major media outlets in strategies for protecting the rain-
forest and its inhabitants.

5.2  Participation and sustainable 
development

The most significant problem for the region and its inhabi-
tants is a development ideology imposed by external forces 
that do not respect the natural environment and do not see 
environmental sustainability as a crucial part of development. 
One main concern expressed by all groups consulted is the 
need for creating information and communication strategies 
that enable greater participation for Amazonian inhabitants, 
especially for ethnic minorities, in strategic decisions affec-
ting the region, based on a vision of sustainable development 
for the environment.

In order to participate justly and efficiently in decision-ma-
king processes, people must have access to high quality, re-
levant information that meets their interests. Local and com-
munity media can play a crucial role in this sense, as long as 
they are well prepared for investigating and disseminating 
high-quality information. The community media collabora-
tors consulted here highlighted the importance of their orga-
nizations in providing their communities with information, as 
national media outlets rarely show interest in local news. On 
the other hand, they stressed the great difficulties in fulfilling 
this role in a region where there are no possibilities of training 
in journalism and where investigating conflict situations can 
be a source of significant risk.

Chorrera, Colombia | The transfer of knowledge and stories from elders to 
younger generations is essential for indigenous cultures. Digital media trans-
form communication — they can be both useful and harmful.
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In order to contribute to a development vision in accordance 
with their ideas of sustainability, as well as to reclaim their 
rights, the inhabitants of the Amazon require both training 
and access to better information. Although formal partici-
pation mechanisms such as consultation processes exist 
in the legislation of the three countries under study, they 
are rarely implemented unless vigorously demanded by the 
affected population. 

It was also clear that a lack of infrastructure is a significant 
factor preventing access to digital communication networks 
and therefore to participation in national debates relevant 
for the region. In the meetings and forums conducted during 
this research project we saw how well-organized communi-
ties find local solutions for improving connectivity by insta-
lling satellite antennas and local networks. For example, in 
rural communities without electricity, self-sufficient energy 
systems, such as solar panels, can create favorable conditions 
for communication.

However, we have also seen that connection to global infor-
mation networks can produce ambivalent results. Although 
those consulted recognize the advantages of participating 
in Internet-based communication, there are also concerns 
about cultural changes that could follow the consumption of 
media content with no relation to local values. A major cha-
llenge is therefore to use new communication technologies in 
a way that serves the interests of the communities.

5.3 Managing communication autonomously 

It is crucial to have favorable conditions for the creation of 
autonomous, self-managed media outlets in the communi-
ties — both urban and rural — of the Amazon. Communication 
networks can exert pressure on regional or national political 
processes for legislation that fosters a pluralistic information 
ecosystem. One example is the network of community me-
dia of Ecuador, CORAPE. In accordance with its general goal 
of “democratizing communication through citizen participa-
tion,” this association supports its 36 membersspread throu-
ghout the country, 7 of which are in the Amazon.

The search for greater autonomy and communication also 
applies to the adoption of technologies. Thus, for example, 
in this study we have perceived that the use of free software 
and technologies can be very useful for community media in 
the Amazon. The community-based and collective philosophy 
of free software fits in very well with the principles of com-
munity media structures. One example of work with this type 
of software was when DW Akademie accompanied the radio 
stations belonging to the CORAPE network in Ecuador that 
were seeking a greater degree of technological autonomy, 
more efficient computer use, increased security, and the eli-
mination of the high cost of licenses. In addition, these radios 

promote free software as a way of exercising the right to com-
munication in digital territories. Several of the CORAPE mem-
bers have joined the Network of Community Radios and Free 
Software that unites more than 400 media outlets in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, thus creating a larger community 
beyond their own individual ones.

5.4.  Forging alliances to increase the visibility 
of socioenvironmental conflicts

The communities that are affected the most by the destruc-
tion of the rainforest and the associated environmental dama-
ge are those that are farthest away from the main media out-
lets and international information networks. The inhabitants 
of the Amazon require training in order to carry out research 
and produce media content that can circulate on different in-
formation networks at multiple levels and serve as an input 
for political decision-making and for the execution of actions 
that seek to protect the Amazon ecosystem.

One of the main points of criticism heard throughout the 
activities in this study was that “external media sources do 
not consider us; they are not interested in hearing a direct 
account of what is occurring in the Amazon, but merely re-
produce preconceived clichés.” Establishing ties between 
local community reporters and national media outlets, both 
for the education of journalists and for the joint production 
of contents, seems to be a promising strategy for overco-
ming this divide affecting the perspectives on the region. 
One good example of this strategy in action is the project 
“Tierra de Resistentes” conducted by the Colombian jour-
nalists’ organization Consejo de Redacción. 

In conclusion, all of the researchers, academics, commu-
nity reporters, journalists, activists, and members of the 
local population that participated in each of the phases of 
this study agreed that in order to communicate in the Ama-
zon and empower its inhabitants through information and 
communication, it is necessary to create alliances across 
sectors. Once more, diversity is a strategic asset. It is only 
by involving different key players from different areas of 
society that it will be possible to increase the visibility of the 
issues necessary for healthy and sustainable development 
both of the Amazonian biome and for its inhabitants.
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