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introduction
Ecuador may be the fourth-smallest country in South America, but this
compact Andean nation punches above its weight in terms of diversity, from
its world-class wildlife and bird-watching opportunities to a geographical
landscape so varied that it has been described as a microcosm of every microclimate found in South America.
Squeezed between Colombia in the north and Peru in the south, Ecuador is
named for its location on the Equator. It has some of the highest and most
active volcanoes in the world; steamy Amazon jungles in the east; a Pacific
coast dotted with fishing villages and beach resorts; and, out to sea, the jewel
in the country’s crown—the fabled Galápagos Islands, named after giant
tortoises that can live for more than 150 years, and where the young Charles
Darwin first had the seed of an idea that germinated into the Theory of
Natural Selection and Evolution. All this diversity makes Ecuador a magnet
for tourists, mountain trekkers, volunteers, and increasing numbers of US
retirees looking for a warm, culturally interesting, economical, and safe place
to spend their retirement dollars.
Ecuador has a multiethnic population that reflects a unique blend of
cultures, from traditionally dressed mountain peoples whose ancestors
inhabited their highland villages before the arrival of the Incas to the Afro–
Ecuadorians of Esmeraldas and the Chota Valley and the tribal peoples of the
Amazonian rain forest. Ecuadorians are proud, friendly, hospitable, and
hardworking, but to understand the culture in any depth you need to know
the complex historical divisions between the highlands and the coast, and the
rigid class and racial discrimination that has dominated the country’s history.
Now the country is booming, due in great part to the policies of President
Rafael Correa, first elected in 2006, with high oil prices benefiting this OPEC
nation, and investment in tourism seeing visitor numbers sharply rising.
Determined to forge ahead with his “Citizen’s Revolution,” Correa has
brought political stability to a nation that had seen seven presidents come and
go in the turbulent years between 1996 and 2006. A US-educated economist
who follows a similar line to Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez and Bolivia’s Evo
Morales, Correa has funded a massive infrastructure program by defaulting on
the nation’s debt, renegotiating oil contracts, making the tax system work,
and turning to China for loans.
Fixing roads, building schools, and extending social security protection and
poverty-reduction programs have endeared the president to the poorest in
10

Ecuadorian society. His attacks on bankers, oligarchs, and rich media owners
have infuriated the moneyed elite, who portray him as a brash populist who is
rude and dismissive of his critics and interested only in remaining in power.
Culture Smart! Ecuador takes you beyond the usual descriptions of where to
go and digs deeply into the heart of this multilayered, multiethnic nation to
provide you with an insider’s view of the people, the history, the food, the
culture, and an understanding of how Ecuadorians do business, make friends,
and meet members of the opposite sex.
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Key Facts

Official
Name
Capital City
Main Cities
Area

República de Ecuador
Pop. 2.239m Altitude 9,350 ft

Quito

(2,850 m)

Guayaquil (pop. 2.35m); Cuenca (330,000); Ambato
(329,850); Santo Domingo (322,00)
99,706 sq. miles (258,238

Ninth-largest/fourth-smallest

sq. km)

country in South America

Population 15,439,429 (2013 estimate)
Ethnic

71.9% Mestizo (mixed race); 7.4% Montubio; 7.2% Afro-

Makeup

Ecuadorian; 7% Indigenous; 6.1% White (2010 Census)
Straddles the Equator in NW
South America. Borders

Geography Colombia in the north, Peru
in the south and east; long
Pacific coast on the west

Diverse terrain. Mountains;
snow-covered volcanoes;
cloud forests; tropical rain
forests; major river systems;
coastal lowlands; beaches;
islands

Coast dry and hot with rainy
Climate

season downpours; rain

Quito temperatures spring-like

forest hot, wet, humid;

year-round. Average high of

mountains cool, temperate.

67°F (19.5° C)

and low of 48.5°F (9° C)
Seasons vary with altitude.
Dry months Sep.-Nov. on
Seasons

coast; Jun.–Oct. in
highlands; Nov.-Mar. in the
12

Sunrise (± 6:00 a.m.) and
sunset (± 6:00 p.m.) change
little throughout year.

Amazon.
Life
Expectancy

Men 73; women 79

Infant mortality: 18 deaths per
1,000 live births

Official language: Spanish. 12 indigenous languages.
Languages

Quechua and Shuar officially recognized in 2008
Constitution

Literacy
Rate

97%
80% Roman Catholic; 11% Protestant/Evangelical; 1%

Religion

Jehovah’s Witness; 8% indigenous beliefs/other. Protestants
have made significant gains in recent years.
Democratic Republic with a unicameral National Assembly

Government

elected every four years. President is chief of state and head
of government, elected every four years. There are 24
provinces, each with an administrative capital.
Newspapers: El Comercio, El
Universal, Hoy. El Telegrafo

Media

in Guayaquil is state-run.
Vistazo is a popular
magazine.

Currency
GDP Per
Capita
Electricity
Internet
Domain
Video/TV
Telephone

6 private TV channels, incl.
Ecuavisa and Teleamazonas. 4
state TV channels, incl.
Gamavision

US dollar (US $)
$ 8,800
110 volts, 60 Hz

European appliances need
adaptors.

.ec
NTSC–DVD Zone 4
International dialing code City codes: Quito 2; Guayaquil
13

Telephone

593

4; Galápagos 5; Cuenca 7

Time Zone

UTC/GMT -5:00 hrs
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GEOGRAPHY
Covering 109,483 square miles (283,561 sq. km), Ecuador is the smallest of
the Andean countries and the fourth-smallest country in South America,
similar in size to the US state of Colorado. It straddles the Equator on South
Americas western coast, and the long Pacific coastline stretches some 1,452
miles (2,337 km) from the border with Colombia in the north to the border
with Peru in the east and south. Off the coast lie the Galápagos Islands.
Ecuador has a diverse geographic terrain that includes Andean mountains,
active and inactive volcanoes, montane valleys, cloud forests, steamy Amazon
jungle, arid deserts, and its long Pacific coast. The four main geographic
regions are the Sierra, or Andean highlands, running from north to south in
the center of the country; the Costa, or Pacific coast in the west; the Oriente,
or Amazon region, in the east; and the Galápagos Islands.
La Sierra—the Andean Mountains and Valleys
The Ecuadorian Andes run from north to south along two mountain chains
known as the Eastern Cordillera and the Western Cordillera. Between them is
a high intermontane valley. The highest peaks are the volcanoes Chimborazo,
at 20,702 feet (6,310 m), Cotopaxi, at 19,347 feet (5,897 m), and Cayambe,
at 18,996 feet (5,790 m). Ecuadorians are proud to point out that, due to the
bulge at the equator, Chimborazo is the farthest point on the planet from the
center of the earth, making it technically higher than Mount Everest. One of
the most active volcanoes is Tungurahua at 16,456 feet (5,016 m), which rises
above the popular tourist town of Baños, named for its sulfurous hot springs,
which are believed to have health-giving properties.
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The capital, Quito, is in a mountain valley at 9,350 feet (2,850 m) above
sea level. Overlooking Quito are the twin peaks of Guagua Pichincha, at
15,696 feet (4,784 m), and Rucu Pichincha, at 15,413 feet (4,698 m).

La Costa—the Pacific Coast
The Costa comprises a wide coastal belt that runs from the border of
Colombia to the border of Peru, and from the sea to the foothills of the Andes.
In the north, areas of tropical rain forest are maintained by the high rainfall
associated with the warm waters of the El Niño current from Panama. Farther
south, cattle ranching and the agricultural production of bananas have led to
extensive deforestation that has seen 98 percent of the native forest cut down.
What remains of the rain forest, cloud forest, and dry forest in the mountains
along the coastal strip is part of the endangered Tumbes-Chocó-Magdalena
biodiversity hotspot, which provides microclimates for hundreds of endemic
bird species, rare howler and spider monkeys, and other mammals. Private
reserves aim to preserve these last remaining areas of native forest.
In the south, scrub and deserts predominate on the southern coast due to
the drying effects of the Humboldt Current, which brings cold, nutrient-rich
16

water from southern Chile up to the Equator. Although it provides abundant
stocks of sardines, anchovies, and mackerel, these are prone to periodic
depletion caused by the El Niño phenomenon. Guayaquil is the dominant city
on the coast and the country’s largest port. All along the coast there are beach
resorts catering to locals and foreign tourists.

El Oriente—the Amazonian Rain Forest
The east of Ecuador is known as El Oriente, a swath of hot and humid rain
forest that covers nearly half of the country and teems with tropical wildlife
and birds. It is also home to indigenous people, such as the Quechua-speaking
Kichwa, who have been integrated into Ecuadorian society, and the remote
Waorani who, despite the encroachment of loggers and oil companies, live
very much as they did before the arrival of Europeans.

Running through this heavily forested region are major rivers, such as the
mighty Napo, which starts as meltwater on the glaciers of volcanoes like
Cotopaxi, Antisana, and Sichulawa, and is fed by the Coca River before
joining the Amazon in Peru. In the lower Oriente around Puyo, the Pastaza
River feeds into the Marañón River in Peru.
Oriente is home to Ecuador’s most important nature parks, such as the
Yasuni National Park, a designated UNESCO Biosphere Reserve that has been
described by ecologists as the most biologically diverse spot on the planet.
However, the region is also the location of the country’s principal oil reserves,
and past drilling of oil wells around Lago Agrio, the building of access roads
17

into the region, and the poisoning of rivers with inadequately treated toxic
waste and oil spills has shown how environmentally damaging oil extraction
can be for these fragile forest environments.
The Galápagos Islands
The eighteen main islands and fifty or so smaller islets of the volcanic
Galápagos archipelago have been described as a living museum and a
showcase of evolution. Located some six hundred miles (1,000 km) off the
mainland in the Pacific Ocean, the islands were formed from undersea
volcanic eruptions from 8 million to 3.5 million years ago and cover an area
of 3,090 square miles (8,010 sq. km).

The Galápagos Islands are home to plants, animals, and birds that evolved
in isolation, making the archipelago a “natural laboratory of evolution.”
Charles Darwin featured their extraordinary diversity in his book The Voyage
of the Beagle, which recounts his 1835 visit to the Galápagos, and he later
used the example of adaptations among finches on the different islands to
support his Theory of Evolution and Natural Selection. In 1978 the Galápagos
was the first place on the planet to be declared a UNESCO World Heritage
Site.
English pirates used the islands to hide out when targeting Spanish treasure
ships, and early maps feature the English names for the islands. They were
officially annexed by Ecuador on February 12, 1832. The main industry is
tourism, and 170,000 visitors flock here each year to marvel at the bluefooted boobies, marine iguanas, tame sea lions, and giant tortoises. Recent
fears that the growth of tourist infrastructure on the main islands of San
Cristobal, Santa Cruz, Floreana, and Isabela, including the growing number of
cars, is having an increasingly negative impact on the wildlife have prompted
measures aimed at regulating the numbers. Most tourists still choose to visit
the islands on cruise boats, which maximizes the number of islands and dive
sites that can be seen.
CLIMATE
Despite its position on the Equator, Ecuador does not have typically tropical
weather throughout the country as the climate depends on altitude. In the
18

Sierra, the intermontane valleys enjoy a year-round spring, while in high
mountain villages nights can dip below freezing. It’s easy to get sunburned in
Quito even when the days are cloudy, due to the altitude. The coast is hot,
and the jungles of Oriente are hot and humid.
Rainfall depends on the season. The dry season (temporada seca) is also
known as verano (summer) and the rainy season (temporada de lluvia) is also
known as invierno (winter). However, seasonal variations in rainfall depend
on the region. In the Sierra, the rainy season generally runs from October to
April. However, the weather is never predictable and citizens of the Sierra say
you can experience four seasons in one day in the mountains. Even in the dry
season you should pack for the occasional shower or cold spell.
In the rainforests of the Oriente, high rainfall and humidity are the norm
and there is little change in temperature throughout the year, although nights
can get very cool. The rainy season is generally from April to September, but
it can rain on any day.
The coastal area around Guayaquil can be very hot and humid in the rainy
season from December to May. Esmeraldas in the north receives more rainfall
than the southern coast, and the central coast is sometimes blanketed in a
thick, damp mist, known as garúa.
In the Galápagos, the cooler dry season runs from July through December
and is also known as the garúa season, with mist coming down from the
higher elevations to the coast. In the warm, wetter season from January to
June there is very little rainfall on the low-lying coasts, and sunshine and blue
skies are typical. Temperatures on the beaches range between 84°F (29°C) and
59°F (15°C).
THE EQUATORIAL BULGE AND DARWIN’S FINCHES

Ecuador provided the world with some major scientific breakthroughs in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, one of which gave the country
its name.

In 1735, the French Geodesic Mission set out for South America to find
out if the Earth was round, or if it bulged out at the middle like a
squashed ball—a theory put forward by the great English physicist Sir
Isaac Newton (1642–1727). Led by the French mathematician and
naturalist Charles Marie de La Condamine (1701–74), the mission
planned to measure degrees of latitude on the Equator and compare them
to measurements from Europe and the Arctic. La Condamine was
accompanied by the Astronomer Louis Godin, mathematician Pierre
Bouguer, and two Spanish naval officers.
The expedition was planned for three years, but took nearly ten. Along
the way, the scientists were exposed to great hardships, extreme cold,
and fevers, and the expedition’s surgeon, Jean Seniergues, was stabbed to
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death by a mob at a Cuenca bullfight.

However, by triangulating the peaks of Andean volcanoes and
mountains near Quito with points on the ground along a 215-mile line to
the city of Cuenca, the French scientists eventually proved that one
degree of latitude was shorter at the Equator, proving Newton’s theory
that the Earth did indeed bulge out at the middle. Their discovery led to
the production of the first accurate maps. It was La Condamine’s
adventure-filled account of his travels that firmly associated the
Audiencia de Quito with the “Land of the Equator” that he so thrillingly
described, and led eventually to the naming of the first republic in 1830
as Ecuador.
Inspired by the French expedition, the Prussian naturalist and explorer
Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859) arrived in Quito in 1802
following a trip that took him from Venezuela through Colombia. A keen
geologist and climber, he attempted to reach the snow-capped summit of
Chimborazo, but only reached 19,286 feet (5,878 m) before becoming
affected by altitude sickness, which he correctly guessed was linked to
oxygen deficiency. Passionately interested in the social conditions of the
people he encountered on his travels, Humboldt marveled that
“Ecuadorians sleep peacefully amid smoking volcanoes, live in poverty
atop riches, and are made happy by sad music.” He gave his name to the
cold Humboldt Current that sweeps up from Chile creating the arid
deserts of Ecuador’s south coast, and dubbed the mountainous area
around Chimborazo “The Avenue of the Volcanoes.” Chimborazo
remained unconquered until the British climber Edward Whymper made
it to the top in 1880.
On September 15, 1835, the British naturalist Charles Darwin (1809–
22) arrived in the Galápagos Islands as part of a five-year research trip
around the world on board HMS Beagle. He was immediately struck by
the tameness of the local wildlife, and during the five weeks he studied
the archipelago he noted differences between the plants and animals on
islands so close to each other. But it was only later, after much study of
the collections he made there, that he came to the realization that the
differences among the many finches he found on the islands were
adaptations to different conditions over time. His short visit would lead,
years later, to his groundbreaking book On the Origin of Species, the basis
for the modern Theory of Evolution.
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