
 
Travelling Green: Ecotourism in Ecuador 
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Perhaps it is Ecuador’s unique combination of diverse natural wonders, adventure sports 
and varied cultural landscapes. Or perhaps it’s the fact that Ecuador tends to attract 
ecologically- minded visitors who want to see their tourist dollars put to good use. 
Whatever the cause, ecotourism is growing rapidly in Ecuador. In every region of 
Ecuador, you can find organizations, lodges and operators committed to meeting the 
expectations of the conscientious tourist. 

 
Discovering the Rainforest: The Amazon 
 
By visiting Amazon lodges that are committed to preserving the rainforest, you can 

contribute to maintaining Indigenous knowledge and encourage local employment while 
ensuring the continued protection of invaluable environmental resources. In the Amazon, 
popular activities include rainforest hikes in protected forests, such as the Yasuni 
National Park and the Cuyabeno Reserve. Several jungle lodges offer nature hikes 
where you can spot animals such as monkeys, toucans and even freshwater dolphins, 
and pick up a little local knowledge about medicinal plants. Other options include 
birdwatching tours, night hikes – which often include prowling for snakes and enormous 
spiders- and visits to local communities and schools. Some organizations, such as 
Yachana Lodge also offer opportunities to learn local crafts such as basket-weaving and 
pottery and participate in traditional ceremonies.  

 
Exploring Untouched Nature: The Galapagos Islands 
 
The famous Galapagos Islands National Park is a paradise for nature lovers, 

with a variety of unique ecosystems which support hundreds of rare plant and animal 
species. Many visitors to the Galapagos focus on spotting those species which can only 
be found here, which include, “11 different giant tortoise species (each species 
residing on a different island), “vampire” finches, which evolved to include blood in 
their diets, Galapagos sea-lion, Galapagos hawk, Galapagos penguin, land 
iguana, marine iguana, and flightless cormorant” (The Nature Conservancy). 
Visitors can help support conservation efforts at the Charles Darwin Research 
Station on Santa Cruz island. The Research Station offers opportunities to see 
baby tortoises, visit with adult tortoises, and learn more about efforts to preserve 
the delicate biodiversity in the Galapagos Islands. Scuba diving in the Galapagos 
is also an attraction for more adventurous tourists. Several operators offer day 
trips and live-aboard options as well, although prices are high. 

 
 
 
Limitless Bird-Watching: The Cloud Forest 
 
Closer to Quito, the Maquipucuna Cloudforest Reserve and Eco-lodge 

offers tourists opportunities to learn about local cultures while contributing to 
preservation efforts. Maquipucuna is a successful ecotourism project that protects 
the habitats of over 300 species of birds, while also fostering sustainable economic 
development in the region through marketing shade-grown coffee. This eco-lodge 



offers a range of activities for the woodsy traveler, ranging from bird watching, 
hiking, and swimming in waterfalls, to visits to community projects and a traditional 
sugarcane factory.  

 
High-Altitude Adventure: The Highlands 
 
If you are more of a mountaineer, there are a wide range of adventurous 

activities in the area around Cotopaxi National Park, including hiking, biking, 
horseback riding, and zip lining. Tierra del Volcan and Hacienda Yanahurco are two 
organizations in the region with a commitment to maintaining the local environment. 
Hikers and naturalists will enjoy visiting Podocarpus National Park, a 146,280- hectare 
park which is home to several endangered species. The park is popular for its 
varied landscape, striking views, and the opportunity to spot many different birds. 
Bird lovers will also be drawn to the Condor Bioreserve  

 
Ecotourism and Community Development 
 
Ecotourism and community development are deeply connected. In fact, true 

ecotourism only exists where local communities benefit directly from the growth of a 
project. According to the Nature Conservancy and the World Conservation Union (IUCN) 
Ecotourism involves "Environmentally responsible travel to natural areas, in order to 
enjoy and appreciate nature (and accompanying cultural features, both past and present) 
that promote active socio-economic involvement of local peoples." Several tourist 
destinations have focused on sustainable social and economic development, including: 

 
Napo Wildlife Center, an eco-lodge in the Yasuni National Park which is owned 

and largely operated by the local Quichua community. The center has an excellent 
reputation for quality ecotourism.  

 
At Hakuna Matata Resort, a 150 hectare lodge near Archidona, Tena, the owners 

have demonstrated a commitment to helping the local community thrive through excellent 
treatment of staff, support for local schools, and offering excursions that share with 
visitors the cultural richness of the area.  

 
Yachana Lodge on the Napo River has won several awards for its commitment to 

genuine ecotourism. The lodge is run by the Yachana Foundation, an organization that 
owns 4,300 acres of primary and secondary rainforest and aims “to achieve 
sustainability through education.” The lodge has used profits from tourism to fund the 
Yachana Technical High School, which focuses on building local students’ knowledge 
about biodiversity, conservation and sustainable uses of resources, while also teaching 
them professional skills that will increase their job opportunities. 

 
Looking Forward: The Future of Ecotourism in Ecuador 
 
As travelers become increasingly conscious of their social and environmental 

impacts, indigenous groups are realizing the potential of ecotourism. In her 1999 report 
for UNESCO , “Ecotourism Without Tears” Sylvie Blangy looked at changing attitudes 
towards ecotourism: 

 “Many indigenous communities see ecotourism as the most rational way of 
protecting the rainforest, creating jobs for the young and generating revenue for 



education, community health and transportation…. After all, unlike oil, tourism is 
sustainable.”  

With the right support, Ecotourism can make a significant and sustainable 
contribution to both national and local economies, while protecting important ecological 
areas. However, ecotourism in Ecuador must be effectively managed in order to develop 
effectively and build the trust of visitors. Increasing collaboration between various 
organizations, including various government bodies, The Ecuadorean Ecotourism 
Association, International NGOs and local ecological foundations is a good sign for the 
future. With this collaboration, combined with continued pressure from international 
tourists who want to “travel green”, the tourism industry in Ecuador has the potential to 
thrive – sustainably. 

 
Want to know more? 

General Information on Ecotourism: 
 

• The International Ecotourism Society http://www.ecotourism.org/ 
• The Nature Conservancy: Ecuador 

http://www.nature.org/wherewework/southamerica/ecuador/ 
• ASEC: Ecuadorean Ecotourism Association Website (mostly in Spanish) 

http://www.ecoturismo.org.ec/en.html 
• Eco Hotels of the World http://www.ecohotelsoftheworld.com/  
• Ecoturismo Latino http://www.ecoturismolatino.com/ 

 
 

Contact Information by Region: 
 

Amazon 
• Yachana Lodge http://www.yachana.com/ 
• Hakuna Matata Resoirt http://www.hakunamat.com/engels.htm 
• Cuyabeno Lodge www.neotropicturis.com 
• Napo Wildlife Centre www.napowildlifecenter.com 

 
 
Galapagos Islands 

• Charles Darwin Research Station www.darwinfoundation.org 
• Galapagos National Park http://www.galapagospark.org/ 
• Galapagos Conservancy http://www.galapagos.org/2008/  

 
 
Cloudforest 

• Maquipucuna Foundation http://www.maqui.org/en/ 
• Bellavista Cloudforest Reserve http://www.bellavistacloudforest.com/ 

 
 
Highlands 

• Fundación Páramo http://www.fundacionparamo.org 
• Tierra del Volcan http://volcanoland.com/Ingles/fvolcano_ing.htm 
• Hacienda Yanahurco http://www.haciendayanahurco.com/ 
• Podocarpus National Park http://www.vilcabamba.org/podocarpus.html 
• Black Sheep Inn http://blacksheepinn.com 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


