
“LA NATURALEZA ES NUESTRO HOGAR:”  
A model of sustainable environmental and community  

development in Yunguilla, Ecuador 

ABSTRACT 
This study focuses on the relationship of interdependence between the people 
and the land in the rural community of Yunguilla, Ecuador, located in the cloud 
forest region of the Andes. My research question concerns the valuation of the 
land from the campesinos’ perspectives, and how the community has organized 
to promote environmental conservation as a means for local development. My 
primary data is qualitative in nature, coming from one-on-one interviews, informal 
chats, and daily participant-observation within the community during my 
semester in Ecuador. Yunguilla has come a long way from the slash-and-burn 
charcoal production that used to be their main source of income, and today there 
are five major community projects, including eco-tourism, reforestation, jam 
and dairy production, an artisan workshop, and a small community store. 
They have also started an environmental education program for the youth that 
aims to foster an appreciation for the land and emphasize the importance of 
taking care of their unique environment. The community leaders hope to inspire 
their young people to choose careers in agricultural or environmental studies so 
that they may continue to improve the welfare of the land and people alike. The 
example of the sustainable interdependence between the people and the land of 
Yunguilla expresses our obligation as human beings to care for the environment 
and serves as proof that this relationship can be mutually beneficial. 

RESULTS & IMPLICATIONS 
The interdependence between the people and the land in Yunguilla is 
strong because the people understand that they need to promote 
environmental sustainability for their own survival and wellbeing. Rural 
and urban communities around the world could follow the Yunguilla 
model of sustainability by developing community spaces and 
environmental education programs that actively involve youth and adults 
in understanding what interdependence with the environment looks like. 
As human beings, it is our responsibility to protect nature from 
destruction because we depend on the earth to provide for us every day. 

RESEARCH METHODS 
The primary objectives of this ethnographic study were to: 

--Know the principal uses of the land, past and present 
--Participate in various uses of the land alongside the community members 
--Understand the feelings community members have towards the land 
--See the impact of the community organization on the land and the people 

These objectives were met by planting with the reforestation team 3 days/week, 
teaching in the school 1 day/week, working in community gardens 1 day/week, and 
helping in the jam and dairy factory 1 day/week. Information was gathered from 
conversations during daily participation, community council meetings, some web 
research, and several formal interviews with various community leaders. 
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“Cada persona, para conservar el bosque, tiene que no 
sólo pensar sino sentir, quererle a Yunguilla y tener una 
idea muy clara de conservación.” 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
“Each person, to conserve the forest, has to not only 
know but feel, to love Yunguilla and have a very clear 
idea about conservation.” 

  –Jazmín Flores, President of Yunguilla  
Community Organization, 2011 

COMMUNITY BACKGROUND 
Yunguilla is a rural Andean community located about 30 km northwest of Quito, 
the Ecuadorian capital. Their local economy is agriculturally based, but in the 
1980s many people turned to slash-and-burn charcoal production for quick 
income. This abrupt loss of forestland destroyed the area’s natural waterways 
and consequently the homes for many plant and animal species. In 1995 a 
representative from Maquipucuna, a nearby ecological foundation, spoke with 
community leaders about how to restore ecological balance, primarily through 
reforestation. The leaders responded by forming several committees that would 
grow into their five principal community development projects. In 2000, the 
Ecuadorian government officially legalized La Corporación Comunitaria de 
Yunguilla as a nonprofit community organization, and they purchased a large 
tract of uninhabited land to make a small ecological reserve adjacent to their 
community. Around 90% of the people living in Yunguilla are socios, offical 
members of the community organization, and thanks to financial support from 
FEPTCE, the official Ecuadorian community tourism board, the socios can 
support themselves by working on the community projects. 
\ 

ECO-TOURISM 
The large community-owned ecological reserve Finca 
Tahuallullo (photo of gates, left) offers visitors over three 
square miles of uninhabited land for bird watching, plant 
identification or hiking on ancient indigenous trade routes. It 
also contains the greenhouses for reforestation (photo below) 
and the small jam and dairy factories. 

REFORESTATION 
The community plants five different varieties of trees in 
strategic locations to encourage healthy water systems and 
forest renewal. Their tree planting quotas meet FEPTCE 
standards, ensuring their continued support. From 2009 to 
2011 their goal was to plant 10,000 trees, which was 
successfully accomplished in late 2011. 

MAKING JAM & DAIRY PRODUCTS 
The community factory is a two-room kitchen and packaging 
building in which products are made every other day for sale 
in the store and in nearby markets. The ingredients used 
come right from the community, with the fruit grown inside 
Finca Tahuallullo and the milk coming from the cows of 
equally compensated socios. 

THE CLOUD FOREST: “EL BOSQUE NUBLADO”  
El bosque nublado, the cloud forest, is a tremendously biodiverse region of the   
 Andes mountain chain in Ecuador. This region is home to at least: 

•  350 species of birds or 4% or the earth's bird diversity 
•  45 species of mammals 
•  250 species of butterflies 
•  2200 plant species 

Altogether the cloud forest region contains more endemic species of flora and 
fauna than does the entire North American continent. Many of these species, 
like the spectacled bear pictured above, are becoming increasingly endangered 
due to habitat destruction and waterway alterations. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION 
Yunguilla has one small school for the community’s elementary age children, which provides the 
perfect space to teach respect for the land from a young age. Community leaders take time each week 
to educate the students about different environmental issues, mostly within Yunguilla but also on a 
global scale. The students engage with this education through special events like tree planting days 
with the reforestation team, overnight camping trips up high in the mountains, and theater 
performances for the larger community. They also painted the mural featured above, which in English 
means, “The cloud forest is the home of the bear—let’s conserve it!” 

COMMUNITY STORE & ARTISAN WORKSHOP 
Several community council members run the store, and it sells 
a variety of food items and household products that cannot be 
grown or made from the land. It also gives visitors the chance 
to buy the jam, cheeses, and yogurts made in the factory as 
well as community artisans’ small crafts made from natural 
supplies like seeds and clay. 

Students’ Theater on Environmental Conservation 

For more information on Yunguilla, please visit www.yunguilla.org.ec  


