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Ecuador —the most biodiverse nation in the world-- land of the Inca and a center of the Latin
American independence movement, is today a fascinating country steeped in incredible
ecological and cultural diversity. This course is the longest-running study abroad course at
UVM and provides students with the opportunity to learn from the incredible social dynamism
of Ecuador through volunteer work, community and farm stays in the Andes and cloud forest,
agro-ecology practicums, talks with political activists, students, campesino and indigenous
organizations, and the rural agrarian people that are the backbone of Ecuadorian and global
society.

In order to better understand how economic forces incentivize poorer countries to follow
non-sustainable economic strategies, we focus on a case study looking at the
consumer/producer dynamic of non-renewable mineral resource extraction in Ecuador --and
the social conflicts that this relationship generates. We then put this case study to work in a
broader context by reevaluating the costs and benefits of resource extraction through the
lens of Ecosystems Services valuation.

2025 Itinerary
May 19, 2025- Arrive in Quito late; travel to our hotel near airport; rest-up.

20- All day orientation and seminar with guest speakers and discussion of course readings
and topics:

e Geography of Ecuador

e Geopolitical history of Ecuador

e Mining and social conflict
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e Ecosystems services and valuation

21- Morning travel to the village of Junin; lunch; tour of town. LECTURE: Talk with
community members regarding the mining struggle that they have been embroiled in for 25
years.

22- All day walk in pristine cloud forest, explore the primary forest and hydrological
resources inside the mining concession. PM- LECTURE: Legal strategies for confronting
illegal extractivist projects.

23- After breakfast we travel to the town of Pucara and the Finca La Fé Organic Farm and
Permaculture Center where we enjoy lunch and settle into our tent camping abodes.
Agroecological tour of Finca la Fé and projects.

24- Today we assist the local children’s Ecological Club with water quality monitoring along
the Toabunchi River. We learn about water monitoring techniques and the mega biodiverse
cloud forest ecosystem. PM- LECTURE: Sustainable Development Initiatives: Intag’s
response to mega-mining

25- Volunteer work day at Finca La Fé...we will work on an ecological design project to be
determined. p.m.- LECTURE: The Tropical Andes and Biodiversity.

26- Reforestation project. Today we assist with a large scale reforestation project by planting
trees with a local community to help protect their hydrological reserve and water security.
Learn about the propagation of native tree species and reforestation design.

27- Renewable energy sustainable water treatment tour. Today we visit the myriad of
renewable energy initiatives in the Intag Valley as well as a constructed wetland system for
treating waste water. We learn about the design and function of micro hydro energy systems,
biogas production, and constructed wetland filtering systems.

28- AM: LECTURE: Ecosystems services valuation and fair trade. PM: visit AACRI coffee
processing plant to learn about the geopolitics of coffee. Later we will enjoy a soak at the
local hot springs.

29- After a relaxing morning we will travel to Lago Cuicocha for lunch and afternoon
discussion of our experiences thus far. LECTURE: Envisioning an economy not based on
extractivism

30- We spend the morning hiking around Lago Cuicocha, a beautiful volcanic crater lake
high in the Andes. After lunch, we travel to the Papallacta hot springs high in the Andes.,
where we learn about the importance of the Paramo ecosystem for water security and
climate stabilization.

31- Today is an R and R day in Papallacta: reading and reflection. In this beautiful setting we
refine our research paper topics and reflect on our collective experience.



June 1- After a relaxing morning and lunch, we return to our hotel near the Airport.

2- Fly home

2025 SYLLABUS

The Politics of Land Use in Ecuador:
Resource Wars, Alternative Community Models, & Agroecology

GEOG 195/ ENVS 196
Instructor: Peter Shear

Ecuador —the most biodiverse nation in the world-- land of the Inca and a center of the Latin
American independence movement, is today a fascinating country steeped in incredible
ecological and cultural diversity. This course provides students with the opportunity to learn
from the incredible social dynamism of Ecuador through volunteer work, community
home-stays in the Andes and cloud forest, sustainable agriculture practicums, talks with
political activists, students, campesino and indigenous organizations, and the rural agrarian
people that are the backbone of Ecuadorian and global society.

In order to better understand how economic forces incentivize poorer countries to follow
non-sustainable economic strategies, we focus on a case study looking at the
consumer/producer dynamic of non-renewable mineral resource extraction in Ecuador --and
the social conflicts that this relationship generates. We then put this case study to work in a
broader context by reevaluating the costs and benefits of resource extraction through the
lens of Ecosystems Services valuation.

Learning Goals

e Analyze the on-the-ground costs and benefits of our globalized economy and the
consequences of our participation in it

e Understand the social and historical factors contributing to mining conflicts.

e Conceptualize sustainable alternatives to consumer dependent economic strategies,
energy use, and food production.

e Understand and analyze the biogeography and the political economy of
non-renewable resource extraction in northern Ecuador.

e Use maps to analyze biogeography, natural resource use and distribution, the
political economy of mining, water, and food, and ecosystems services, while
understanding the basics of each of these topics and how they apply to our field case
studies.

e Understand the basics of agroecology systems and organic food production.



e Understand the relationship between deforestation, water security, and food security.

e Understand the cloud forest hydrological cycle and the ecological characteristics of

the Tropical Andes.

e Be able apply Ecosystems Services analysis to determine the economic value of
intact, functioning ecosystems and the economic cost of their destruction.

Topical area
(skill area)

100 Level

Geographical / scholarly
approaches to contemporary
problems (1,2)

Develop more sophisticated
understanding of processes
over space and time

Draw on multiple fields of
knowledge to analyze
geographic phenomena
Begin to formulate original
and integrated analyses and
critiques

The course draws on a wide
range of academic
publications, investigative
journalism and, most
importantly, experiential
education in the field. We
use spatial analysis and
maps to analyze economic,
cultural, biodiversity, politics,
and environmental policy.

Breadth of the discipline (1)

Understand scope and
breadth of a subfield of the
discipline

This is a multidisciplinary
course but we look in depth
at biogeography and the
political economy of
non-renewable natural
resource extraction.

Concepts

Build upon existing content
and vocabulary/build
conceptual depth

The geographic and
ecosystem services studies
utilized help students’
conceptual depth. All
lectures are framed in
geographic analysis.

Argument (3, 4)

Develop understanding of
distinctions and connections
between the theoretical and
the empirical

Field courses are the best
way to help students
contrast theoretical and
empirical analysis based on
how their own experience
and observations contrast




Formulate answerable
research questions /How are
research questions framed?

with impressions given by
readings and lectures.

Methods (3, 4, 5)

Survey a variety of research
methods and practice
Practice methods employed
in subdiscipline

We use maps as a lens
through which to analyze
biogeography, natural
resource use and
distribution, the political
economy of mining, water,
and food, and ecosystems
services, while explaining
the basics of each of these
topics through our field case
study. Also students have
the chance to listen to, and
directly talk with,
representatives of the
different actors in our
geopolitical case study.

Learning and communication

Develop more sophisticated
communication skills in
writing, oral presentation
and class discussion

All students are required to
keep a journal, develop a
research proposal, complete
a research project, and
present it orally. We work on
the development of a thesis
and identify primary and
secondary resources for the
research project during the
course.

Evaluation

This study-abroad course includes lectures, discussions, small group activities, homestays,
and volunteer work in communities. You will be graded on the following:

Participation 30%

Pre-trip Analytical Writing Assignments 20%

Reflection Papers (2) 10%

Post-trip Research Paper 40%




Participation will be evaluated in the following way:

Criterion Exceeds Meets Below Points Earned
Standard- Standards- Standard-
6 points Variable points | 2 points

Contributes Contributes Does not

ideas and ideas and contribute ideas
solutions solutions and solutions
Values ideas of | Encourages Rejects ideas
others ideas and gives and gives
constructive negative
feedback feedback

Listens

Listens to and
respects the
opinions of
others

Interrupts and
does not listen
to others’
opinions

Functions as a
positive
member of the
group

Encouraging
and inclusive of
all participants

Difficult to work
with and doesn't
seem to care
about others

Helps

Helps with
logistics of
course and
course activities

Does not help
out

30 points
maximum

10 points
minimum

Point Total

Pre-trip Analytical Essays
Students are expected to complete the assigned reading for this course before arriving in

Ecuador. Before arrival in Quito, students submit four 3-4 page analytical essays based on
assigned study questions (12 point, Times font, single spaced, emailed in MS Word format).

All four essays should answer the assigned study questions using logic, illustrative examples




from the text, and personal analysis based on assigned readings and the course text:
Resource Radicals: From Petro-Nationalism to Post-Extractivism in Ecuador, by Thea
Riofrancos.

Each essay will (1) use at least five cited references from the text, (2) refer to the main ideas
and arguments of the text, and (3) answer the essay question using personal analysis and
examples from the text and assigned readings.

ESSAY QUESTIONS (3-4 typed pages each)

How has the physical geography of Ecuador historically affected human and
economic development patterns?

How has the discovery of oil and mineral resources changed the economic and social
development of Ecuador?

What are the main contributing factors to the development and strength of
Indigenous political power in Ecuador?

How did ex-president Rafael Correa’s policies divide Ecuador’s left into two factions:
resource nationalists in power and anti-extractivists in resistance.

Reflection Papers

Students will have two short writing assignments while in Ecuador, which are part of their
journal writing. The assignments are focused reflection papers that integrate experiential
learning, guest presentations, readings, and overall thoughts and questions. Students write
daily in a journal and use descriptive observations, reflections, and questions as a basis for
the two reflection papers. There is no set length, although 5 handwritten pages is the
minimum.

Reflection Paper 1 will be due about half way through the trip. It should address the
following: a) since arriving in Ecuador, in what ways have you re-conceptualized your
concepts of development, land use, and/or culture? Give examples. b) are there ways in
which you are thinking about your own life (for example, as a U.S. citizen, as an individual,
as a student, as a teacher, etc.) differently? Give examples.

Reflection Paper 2 will be due towards the end of the trip. This paper takes the form of a
research proposal, and will describe the following: a) What do you want to do or discover? b)
What primary information and data have you gathered, c) How will you gather the needed
secondary materials and information? d) How will you present your materials and
information? and e) Why do you think this project is worthwhile? By the end of the two weeks
in Ecuador, you should have discussed your ideas for your Final Research Paper or project
with the instructor.



The Final Research Paper or project should explore some aspect of the Politics of Land
Use in Ecuador, a broad and malleable theme.The research paper should follow commonly
accepted rules of academic scholarship and should consist of at least 3500 words. This
project will be due July 2, 2025. Late work will not be accepted.

Rubric for Rsearch Paper Grading—90 points total

Note: grading between increments is at the discretion of the instructor
CATEGORY 12-15 points 8-11 points 4-7 points 0-3 points
Introduction/Topic | Exceptional Proficient Basic introduction | Weak or no
introduction introduction that is | that states topic introduction of
that grabs interesting and but lacks interest. topic.
interest of states topic. Thesis/topic is Paper’s purpose
reader and Thesis/topic is somewhat clear is unclear.

states topic. clear and and arguable. Thesis/topic is
Thesis/topic is | arguable weak or missing.
exceptionally statement of
clear, position.
well-developed,
and a definitive
statement.
Content Paper is Information Information relates | Information has
knowledge: exceptionally relates to the to the main topic, little or nothing to
Quality of researched, main topic. but few details do with the
Research contains 7 Paper, is and/or examples thesis.
sources total well-researched in | are given. Shows a | Information has
(including 3 detail and from 7 | limited variety of weak or no
peer reviewed | good sources sources. connection to the
articles); the (including 3 References are not | thesis.
sources peer-reviewed cited correctly. References are
support the articles). not cited
thesis References are correctly.
argumentin a correctly cited.
logical manner.
References are
correctly cited.
Content Exceptionally Consistent Some connections | Limited or no
application: critical, relevant | connections are made between connections
Support of Thesis | and consistent | made between evidence and made between
& Analysis connections evidence and thesis. Some evidence and

made between
evidence and
thesis.
Excellent
analysis.

thesis.
Good analysis.

analysis.

thesis. Lack of
analysis.




Conclusion Excellent Good summary of | Basic summary of | Lack of summary
summary of topic with clear topic with some of topic.
thesis concluding ideas. | final concluding
argument with | Introduces no ideas.
concluding new information. Introduces no new
ideas that information.
impact reader.
Introduces no
new
information.

Writing Writing is clear | Most ideas are Many ideas require | Paper does not
and relevant, stated clearly and | clarification, are meet the criteria
with no are related to the | off-topic or have for the
grammatical topic, with only little relevance to assignment (too
and/or spelling | minor the assignment. short or
errors — grammatical Many grammatical | incomplete, too
polished and and/or spelling and/or spelling long, and/or
professional. errors. errors; very completely
Reference, References, challenging to off-topic).
citations and citations and read, poor writing Reference,
images are images are flow. Improper citations and
properly adequate. references and/or | images section is
formatted. citations section. missing.

Annotated Annotations Annotations Some annotations | Most annotations
Bibliography sufficiently and | sufficiently and provide inadequate | provide
succinctly adequately summary, inadequate
summarize, summarize, evaluation, and/or | summary,
evaluate, and evaluate, and reflection. evaluation,

reflect on the
source.

reflect on the
source.

and/or reflection.

Total: 90 points

Required Readings

Riofrancos Thea, Resource Radicals: From Petro-Nationalism to Post-Extractivism in
Ecuador, Series: Radical Americas, Duke University Press, 2020.

History, Socioeconomic Problems and Environmental Impacts of Gold Mining in the Andean
Region of Ecuador, Carlos Mestanza-Ramén, Robinson Ordofiez-Alcivar,Carla
Arguello-Guadalupe,Katherin Carrera-Silva,Giovanni D’Orio, and Salvatore Straface,
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 21 January 2022.




Ecuador: Natural Landscape, Latin America & Caribbean Geographic, Documenting the
natural and cultural landscapes of the Latin American and Caribbean regions, 8 August,
2022.

Northwestern Andean Montane Forests: Exploring Colombia and Ecuador’s Biodiversity
Hotspot, Latin America & Caribbean Geographic, Documenting the natural and cultural
landscapes of the Latin American and Caribbean regions, 6 March 2024.

Claudia Coral, Tobias Plieninger, Stefan Sieber, Valerie Graw, Extractivism triggering new
forms of governance for the rights of nature: The case of Northwest Ecuador, Geoforum,
Volume 156, November 2024.

Kocian, M., Batker, D., Harrison-Cox, J., An Ecological Study of Ecuador's Intag Region: The
Environmental Impacts and Potential Rewards of Mining, Earth Economics, Tacoma, WA,
2011.

Bitty A. Roy, Martin Zorrilla, Lorena Endara, Dan C. Thomas, Roo Vandegrift, Jesse M.
Rubenstein, Tobias Policha, Blanca Rios-Touma, “New Mining Concessions Could Severely
Decrease Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services in Ecuador,” Tropical Conservation Science,
June 19, 2018.

Acosta, Alberto , translated by Peter Shear “The false hope of a broken pitcher,” Rainforest
Action Group , August 3, 2018.
https://rainforestactiongroup.org/mega-mining-ecuador-alberto-acosta-dream-naive-milkmaid
/

https://www.rewild.org/press/victory-in-ecuador-local-communities-in-intag-valley-win-case-in
-imbabura

https://www.oneearth.org/in-ecuadors-intag-mountains-the-value-of-nature-far-exceeds-the-ri
sk-of-mining/

https://decoin.org/2022/06/twenty-two-twenty-three-twenty-four-reasons-why-codelco-should
nt-mess-with-llurimaguas-intag-mining-project/

https://www.garn.org/los-cedros-rights-of-nature/
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