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Chapter 7 

Facing Capitalism at the Mangrove Fringes  
Present day fisher communities and their struggles for autonomy  

 
 

La plata es’ gracia a los hombres…7 
El cholo que odió la plata (Aguilera Malta: 1934) 

 
 

Picture 46: Journalists and concheros on the cover of El Oro’s regional newpaper, El Correo.  

 
 
On 15 March 1999, a picture appeared on the front page of El Oro’s regional newspaper El Correo. 
It showed a group of women and men struggling to walk over piles of chopped down mangroves 
spread across a swampy marsh. The splintered branches and severed roots of the trees colored 
the water in the deep red shade of the tannin contained in their bark. The large red puddles that 
formed beneath their feet gave the impression that the group had stumbled onto a crime scene. 
Beside the image, in bold typeface the headline reported: “LOGGING EXPOSED IN JAMBELÍ”. 
Speaking on behalf of his community, a small broad-shouldered, brown-skinned man warned that 
his people would no longer tolerate the destruction of their fishing and cockle gathering grounds. 
“We will take justice into our own hands if government authorities fail to put an end to the 
destruction” he is quoted saying. In the following pages, the newspaper article reconstructs the 
story of a group of cockle gatherers and their struggle against ongoing mangrove deforestation 
on their island. Despite the creation of new laws to protect mangrove territories and to prohibit 
the further construction of shrimp ponds in these forests, profit seeking investors had continued 
to expand their business interests at the expense of local fisher communities and the manglar 
forests (El Correo, 1999, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre and Ferrell 2014, Beitl 2016).  

 
 
7 Roughly translates as “Money disgraces men”.  
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Since the 1980s, fisher communities throughout the coastal region had been protesting against 
the trail of social and environmental destruction produced by the spread of shrimp farming on 
their lands and territories (Martínez-Alier 2002, Papuccio 2004, Ocampo-Thomason 2006, 
Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Latorre 2014). In El Oro, artisanal fisher gatherers were among the 
first to form cooperativas and informal associations (locally known as pre-asociaciones) to fight 
for government recognition of their right to work in the mangroves (Beitl 2016: 321). Similar 
processes took root in other coastal provinces where mangrove communities organized 
politically to defend their livelihoods and territories (Varea 1997, Martínez Alier 2002, Latorre 
2014). Their actions gave rise to the formation of the Corporación Coordinadora Nacional para la 
Defensa del Ecosistema Manglar (Coordinating Body for the Defense of the Mangrove Ecosystem: 
C-CONDEM) in 1998, which established a unified front against the shrimp farming industry. Their 
aims were twofold: on the one hand they aspired to gain legal status for the mangroves as a 
common-pool resource for fisher gatherer groups and their communities; on the other, they 
fought to defend their livelihoods and gain cultural recognition for their traditional ways of life 
while claiming state-provided social benefits for their neglected communities (Papuccio 2004, 
Latorre 2014, Latorre and Ferell 2014).  

In 1999, the government partially recognized fisher gatherers’ claims to a mangrove territory 
through the creation of state-granted mangrove concessions commonly referred to as custodias. 
In the context of the recovery of the shrimp farming industry and a surge in shrimp exports 
supported by new technologies and the cultivation of freshwater shrimp on land, the creation of 
custodias has generally been perceived as a positive step towards achieving greater social and 
environmental justice for fisher communities. Yet despite their progressive character and their 
focus on the extension of rights to previously marginalized groups, this chapter also asks whether 
the custodias’ restrictive and interventionist participatory approach to mangrove governance 
contributes to new forms of exclusion and to the fragmentation of wider grassroots efforts to 
protect the manglar in the face of increasing capitalisms. These questions build on Oslender’s 
observations (2016: 137) concerning how different people’s participation in natural resource 
management is often “mediated by capital interests and the state, both of which pursue their own, 
often related interests in these processes”. As a reflection of state interests in the manglar, 
custodias may also be responsible for less positive transformations for fisher communities, 
particularly in the context of greater government support for the shrimp farming industry.  

This chapter draws attention to the gendered nature of these changes and their differential effects 
on the lives of women and men. It first examines the transformation of fisher societies under the 
influence of the shrimp farming sector and new state interventions. Then the chapter goes on to 
analyze the fisher gatherers’ conversion into guardians of the mangrove and the effect of state-
granted custodias on everyday life in the manglar. This analysis focuses on the village of Tres 
Cruces and the intra-communal conflicts generated by encroaching camaroneros and a 200-
hectare custodia that was granted to one of the village’s fisher gatherer associations. The final 
section of the chapter discusses the relation between gender and conflicting voices and opinions 
focusing on people’s daily practices and how they are contributing to create different ways to 
engage and coexist with their changing mangrove territories.  
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Social structures under threat 

The destruction and contamination of the manglar caused by the expansion of the shrimp 
industry provoked deep social transformations within fisher communities and the wider manglar 
ecosystem (Martínez-Alier 2002). In many ways, fisher communities’ relation to the aquatic 
environment had shaped their identities, the way they lived and how they perceived their lives 
and the changes undergone in their natural surroundings. With the spread of camaroneras, 
socioeconomic inequalities began to emerge among fisher gatherers’ and transform these 
relations. With the destruction of cockle and crab gathering grounds by the construction of 
camaroneras, fisher gatherers’ experienced a significant decline in their catches which also 
affected their income. This situation was made worse by the absence of other employment 
opportunities and the lack of jobs generated by the shrimp farming industry on the islands.  

Confronted with this situation, in the 1990s fisher gatherers began to migrate to the mainland in 
search of alternative sources of income. The departure of at least one member of the family to the 
mainland became an important livelihood strategy for most island residents. Former mangrove 
dwellers settled in the outskirts of small and intermediary coastal towns, contributing to the 
sprawl of impoverished barrios around the city fringes. Due to their lack of formal education and 
urban living skills, many were unable to find work in the formal sector of the economy and were 
forced to accept temporary job offers. In light of the difficulties they faced, many returned to their 
work in the mangroves as independent fisher gatherers commuting between the mangroves and 
the mainland in motor boats that charged a small passenger fee. This modality of work became 
increasingly popular among unemployed men. In the face of growing impoverishment, 
unemployment and diminishing access to common resources, customary laws that once 
guaranteed the sustainable exploitation of the manglar could no longer prevent the 
overexploitation of the region’s already degraded and scarce resources.  

Meanwhile on the islands, fisher gatherers continued to struggle to maintain their traditional 
ways of life under increasingly difficult circumstances. The spread of shrimp farms had produced 
the salinization of the soil and groundwater, causing the degradation of agrarian lands. The 
villagers now depended entirely on the manglar where they began to face the growing hostility 
of shrimp farmers and their workers. As villagers walked in the mud, squeezing their bodies 
through the tree’s entangled roots, they became targets of violent attacks by shrimp farm workers 
and armed guards. To strengthen their control and dominion over the manglar, shrimp growers 
fenced in their properties and appropriated large buffer zones around their shrimp ponds, closing 
off the streams and canals that flowed into their farms with barbed wire or high voltage electric 
fences. In practice, these security measures were used to enclose and privatize extensive 
manglares creating additional problems for cockle gatherers who had always worked in the area. 
Cockle gatherers such as Milton recall that armed guards working for camaroneros directly 
threatened to kill them if they continued searching for conchas and crabs.  

They shot straight at you without any warning. One time I was working about 10 meters 
away from the perimeter of a shrimp farm when I heard gun shots. I was minding my own 
business, just doing my work, gathering crabs in the roots of the mangroves like I always 
have. But the camaroneros wouldn’t allow it. They wanted us out of the mangroves for good 
even if we didn’t have any other way to make a living!  
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While the majority struggled to defend their ways of life, some islanders were able to prosper 
through their participation in the capture and sale of shrimp larvae (also known as shrimp fry or 
seed). In the late 1980s, the demand for larvae began to grow as shrimp farmers tried to increase 
their productivity and develop their plantations into semi-intensive enterprises. On the islands, 
fisher gatherers adapted their fishing arts to gather shrimp larvae in the shallow estuaries and 
island shores. Those who collected the larvae, commonly referred to as oro blanco, became known 
as larveros. Using nylon mosquito nets, they fabricated set bags and drag nets specifically 
designed for the task. Seed collection was commonly performed in pairs using fishing bags known 
as chayos. Two people were needed to drag the long net that was fixed to a light wooden structure 
that the villagers referred to as el avión. Fishing nets were extended across small streams and 
canals or dragged along the shoreline during the rising tide when the water gushed in from the 
sea carrying the larvae. This system also contributed to the depletion of the fisheries as larvae 
from other species were also trapped in these nets (Primavera 1998, Islam et al. 2004). However, 
the practice was one of the few sources of income that was left to impoverished fisher gatherers 
who had been deprived of their main source of work in the mangroves.  

Picture 47: Concheros from the islands and the impoverished outskirts of port towns sell their cockles in 
Hualtaco.  

 
 
Due to the participation of an important number of villagers in the capture and sale of wild shrimp 
seed, money began circulating among fisher gatherers and better connections were established 
between the islands and the mainland. Larveros who prospered traded their totora and bijao 
houses for concrete walls and corrugated iron roofs. Others bought land and built a second home 
for their families on the mainland. The most popular investment that was made by island 
residents was the acquisition of modern fiber glass boats and high-speed outboard motors to 
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facilitate their passage through the estuaries and shorten the distance they travelled to sell their 
catch at the port. The acquisition of fiber glass boats also enabled the diversification of economic 
activities. In most cases, island residents began to combine cockle gathering with artisanal fishing 
to increase their earnings. It was during this period of prosperity, that the first electricity plants 
and refrigerators appeared on the islands. Old phonographs were replaced by modern record 
players and stereos that played loud music throughout the day. For the first time islanders gained 
access to television broadcasts which informed them of important events that were unfolding in 
other parts of the country.  

Picture 48: Amable demonstrates the capture of wild shrimp seed using a chayo.  

 
 
Although some fisher gatherers maintained commercial exchanges with camaroneros, due to the 
ongoing destruction of the manglar, relations between shrimp farmers and fisher communities 
grew tense. On the islands and along the coastal strip, fisher gatherers suffered forced evictions 
from lands claimed by capitalist investors for the construction of shrimp ponds. In 2013, Fulton 
Jaén, the president of a small fisher gatherer commune near Bajo Alto publicly denounced the 
violent expropriation of the comuneros’ homes by police officers working for Esteban Quirola, a 
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local politician and powerful camaronero. Approximately 60 families were evicted and forced to 
stand by and watch as the police set their houses on fire. During the event one woman suffered a 
miscarriage and ten people were arrested and accused of rebellion (Machado 2013). A year later, 
Quirola was elected Prefect of El Oro with support from powerful economic sectors drawing 
attention to the collusion between government and private interests. The election of powerful 
camaroneros into office allowed such forms of primitive accumulation to continue to take place 
and enabled shrimp farmers to continue to expand their ownership and control over the 
mangroves and salitrales at the expense of fisher communities.  

 
In 1989, fisher gatherer communities and associations throughout the coastal region articulated 
their struggles and formed the C-CONDEM with support from the Quito-based socio-
environmental NGOs Acción Ecológica and FEPP-Ecuador’s Populorum Progressio Fund. In those 
years, the struggle for the defense of the mangroves also gained international attention and 
featured in Greenpeace’s global campaign ‘Salvemos el manglar’ which called upon a global 
boycott on farm-raised shrimp. On the islands of the archipelago, local leaderships emerged 
among young people who had participated in popular grassroots ecclesiastical communities 
(Comunidades Eclesiales de Base). Influenced by their formation in Liberation Theology and its 
focus on social justice and the struggles of the poor, they joined the fight to defend their territories 
from further plunder at the hands of shrimp farmers. They also sought support and advice from 
journalists, lawyers and activists in the city of Machala to spread their cause. 

The testimonies of local leaders underline the importance of the solidarity they experienced 
during this period on behalf of their communities. Willie, a former cockle gatherer in his late 
forties who was one of the most outspoken leaders, explained that his work was made possible 
by the members of his community who had paid for his travels to the mainland where he 
participated in national gatherings with activists who were also fighting against the destruction 
of their rural lands. Upon his return, he would host large communal gatherings in his home to 
share his learnings with others. He had been profoundly inspired by the country’s indigenous 
leaders who were leading massive street protests against the government’s neoliberal 
restructuring policies during this same period. He recalls that,  

The indigenous leaders said that their people had territories and that they defended their 
lands and their trees. That’s where the idea came to me: we needed to claim a territory in 
the manglar to defend our communities from destruction!  

The combination of grassroots knowledge exchanged through these encounters, and fisher 
communities’ lived experience of diminishing mangrove resources and memories of their ongoing 
struggle against invading camaroneros, continued to motivate collective actions against the 
shrimp industry in the 1990s. Fisher communities deployed different strategies to retain a certain 
degree of autonomy and defend their access to the mangroves. They expanded their social 
networks and reaffirmed their ways of life amidst an increasingly monocultured landscape. 
During this period, the number of fisher gatherer associations grew in the archipelago and 
throughout the coastal region. In the late 1990s, these associations joined the regional movement 
in defense of the manglar ecosystem spearheaded by the C-CONDEM and began to make formal 
claims to the state. Meanwhile, in the archipelago, fisher communities created their own defense 
mechanisms and continued to perform their own surveillance activities in the mangroves and 
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salitrales. Their persistence led to state recognition of their struggles and the creation of 
territorial concessions, custodias, for ancestral communities and traditional users of the manglar.  

Picture 49: Island residents demand justice for the manglar.  

 

The State and mangrove governance: the creation of custodias 

Until the appearance of shrimp farms, the state had largely neglected mangrove areas and 
considered them unproductive wastelands largely because the soil was unsuited for agriculture 
(Varea 1997, Veuthey and Gerber 2012, Beitl 2016). Although in legal terms manglares were 
considered assets of national and public utility, the state did not have any clear rules concerning 
their access and use. For the major part of the twentieth century, fisher gatherer communities 
took advantage of the absence of state control to sustainably use and exploit the mangroves for 
their subsistence. Yet, in the early days of the shrimp rush, the absence of the state also enabled 
private investors to appropriate extensive areas and displace fisher gatherer communities from 
their living and working grounds.  

In the mid-1980s, critical levels of social and environmental destruction wrought by the shrimp 
industry combined with growing national and international pressure to protect the manglar 
pushed the government to seek international aid for the implementation of a new governance 
strategy to protect the remaining manglares. In 1986, the Ecuadorian government signed a 
cooperative agreement with the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
and the University of Rhode Island to implement an Integrated Coastal Management (ICM) 
approach in the manglar. Central to ICM was the participation of fisher communities in the 
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conservation and management of the ecosystem (Robadue 1995). With technical support from 
these institutions, state officials began working on a national plan for coastal management that 
would prioritize mangrove conservation, artisanal fisheries and the pursuit of more sustainable 
shrimp farming (Bravo 2013, Beitl 2016).  

In 1989, the Programa de Manejo de Recursos Costeros (PMRC) was established to carry out ICM 
and its participatory approach to coastal and marine governance (Beitl 2016). The first step taken 
by the PMRC was to divide the coast into five Zonas Especiales de Manejo (ZEMs). In each zone, 
fisher groups that had constituted themselves into legally recognized associations were invited 
to participate in the creation of local management plans together with government and NGO staff. 
The PMRC also received support from the Shrimp Farmers Association of Guayas and the NGO 
Fundación Natura to create a surveillance unit, the Unidad de Control y Vigilancia (UCV), which 
recruited port officials to patrol and protect the coast against mangrove deforestation. Through 
these initial actions, the PMRC was able to gather important first-hand information on coastal 
communities and the social and environmental damage produced by the depletion of the manglar.  

Based on this information, a strategy for mangrove conservation that involved the creation of co–
management arrangements between government institutions and fisher gatherer groups was 
developed. In 1996, the PMRC set in place a pilot project that granted rights to the Asociación de 
Mariscadores ‘Venecia del Mar’ to access and use 120 hectares of manglar in El Oro (Bravo 2013). 
To ensure that good relations would be maintained between the association and neighboring 
shrimp farmers, PMRC officials maintained an active role in the area. They granted financial and 
technical assistance to members of Venecia del Mar and supported the development of cockle 
harvesting projects and mangrove reforestation activities within the concession. Local authorities 
and program officials reported positive results noting the association’s greater commitment to 
the conservation of the manglar and a clear improvement in the participants’ self-esteem 
(Moreira 2016: 12-13). Owing to its perceived success, the pilot project became the basis for the 
creation and extension of mangrove concessions to organized user groups throughout the coastal 
region. In the archipelago, fisher gatherer associations began to replicate the PMRC’s model of 
mangrove management and conservation in the hopes that their actions would lead to their 
recognition as guardians of the mangroves with rights to a territory.  

In 1999, the creation of government-community co-management arrangements, Acuerdos de Uso 
Sustentable del Manglar, more commonly referred to as custodias, was announced. After more 
than a decade of struggles, through the signature of Executive Order 1102 (Official Register 243), 
the government formalized its recognition of the rights of comunidades ancestrales and artisanal 
fisher associations to a mangrove territory. Custodias marked a watershed moment in the lives 
of fisher communities throughout the coast and anticipated the symbolic transformation of 
ancestral communities and traditional users into guardians of the mangrove ecosystem.  

A year later, the government emitted an instructive guide for the granting of custodias. To begin 
with, according to the decree, only ancestral communities and legally constituted fisher gatherer 
cooperatives or associations were eligible to apply for a manglar territory. Additionally, they had 
to provide proof of their commitment to end mangrove deforestation and develop sustainable 
activities in the manglar. Those interested had to present an application that included a list of the 
names of all members of the community or association along with copies of their national identity 
cards. In addition, they had to provide a map of their location including GPS coordinates and a 
management plan detailing the available resources in the area and the rules and regulations that 
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would apply for their sustainable use. They also had to submit a notarized copy of an agreement 
signed with an external agency, either an NGO, university or private enterprise, that would 
provide technical assistance for the creation of the management plan (for more details see Beitl 
2016). An additional clause made the development of sustainable activities in the mangroves 
mandatory. These included artisanal fishing and gathering practices, small scale aquaculture, 
selective logging, ecotourism, scientific research, education, conservation and monitoring 
practices. Once the custodia was authorized, mangrove communities and fisher gatherer 
associations were also required to present un informe técnico of their achievements every six 
months for the ten-year duration of each agreement in the offices of the Subsecretariat of 
Aquaculture in Guayaquil.  

It may be said that the effects of the custodia were twofold. On the one hand, they provided new, 
and legally entitled access to and authority over mangrove territories for fisher communities. On 
the other hand, the mandatory prerequisites required to obtain such a concession implied that 
fisher gatherers would have to abandon a certain degree of autonomy in order to negotiate with 
the state and officialize their right to the manglar. They would additionally have to learn to 
navigate a complex bureaucratic apparatus and allow external interventions into their lives and 
territories.  

State recognition of the right of certain groups to a mangrove territory and its exclusion of others 
also created frictions among fisher gatherer communities and associations. While some fisher 
gatherer groups continued to fight to have all areas that had illegally been converted into shrimp 
farms returned to coastal communities, others began to negotiate individually to obtain a state-
granted custodia. Latorre and Ferrell (2014) argue that ethnic differentiations between black 
fisher communities from the northern Esmeraldas province and mestizo/cholo communities 
from the southern provinces of Manabí and El Oro played an important role in these divisions. 
Ethnic differences and the histories they carry contributed to the fragmentation of the movement; 
however, this was also the result of the government’s partial recognition of rights for certain 
groups and its exclusion of others. This follows Hale’s (2005) theory of neoliberal 
multiculturalism whereby neoliberal governments extend a minimal package of cultural rights to 
particular groups and exclude others who oppose the expansion of the state in their lives and 
communities. The extension of minimal cultural rights enabled governments to continue the 
pursuit of neoliberal economic policies that threaten indigenous and other ways of life. In this 
case, the recognition of rights to ancestral fisher gatherers who were willing to engage in the 
lengthy bureaucratic process to obtain a custodia and the exclusion of those who remained 
opposed to the government’s intervention created frictions between recognized fisher gatherers 
known as asociados and recalcitrant independents referred to as informales who were pitted 
against each other in their struggles to access and use the remaining manglares.  

The fragmentation of the social movement to defend the manglar put an end to region-wide 
mobilizations led by heterogeneous fisher gatherer groups. At the same time, it led to the 
emergence of new strategies that enabled individual fisher gatherer groups to continue to fight 
for recognition on their own terms. These developments took place in the context of the recovery 
of the shrimp farming industry and a new peak in shrimp production that drew the government 
closer to the demands of the shrimp sector.  

Camaroneros were initially opposed to the recognition of territorial rights for fisher gatherer 
groups. Through the Cámara Nacional de Acuacultura (CNA) they claimed that the creation of co-
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management agreements between the government and mangrove communities constituted a 
direct threat to their business interests and the entire shrimp farming industry. They maintained 
that custodias would produce a significant decline in shrimp production and affect the revenues 
that shrimp exports generated for the state. They also argued that many shrimp farmers would 
be forced to abandon their business provoking a spiral of poverty and unemployment. At the same 
time, they manifested their concern over fisher gatherers’ lack of capacity and knowledge to 
sustainably manage mangrove areas (Bravo 2013, Rengel 2013). They also accused fisher 
gatherers of stealing from their ponds and refused to acknowledge the legitimacy of fisher 
gatherer associations that had legally been recognized by the state. The shrimp sector’s clear 
opposition slowed the implementation of the ICM approach and forced government officials to 
seek other alternatives (Olsen and Arriaga 1989, Robadue 1995).  

In October 2008, the country’s newly elected president, Rafael Correa, announced a plan to make 
shrimp farming legal in mangrove areas. The enactment of Executive Decree 1391 (Official 
Register 454) confirmed the ground rules for the legalization of approximately 42,000 hectares 
of mangroves that had been illegally converted into shrimp ponds before 1999 (Beitl 2016). The 
decree also established the obligation of carrying out the reforestation of a percentage of 
mangroves according to the size of the concession that shrimp growers were granted: 10 percent 
for properties of up to 10 hectares; 22 percent for those ranging between 11-50 hectares and 30 
percent for properties between 51-250 hectares (Veuthey and Gerber 2012). In a series of 
amendments to the decree, state officials further resolved that shrimp growers would no longer 
be exempt from taxation and would be obliged to enroll their workers in social security (ibid). 
The president also announced his commitment to create additional mangrove custodias to 
protect fisher communities and their territories. 

In response to the changing political context, shrimp farmers publicly pledged to put an end to 
the industry’s destructive ways and declared that the members of the CNA would comply with 
national regulations. Additionally, they announced their compromise to follow social and 
environmental responsibility policies established by international markets to produce organic 
shrimp (Rengel 2013: 16). Using closed water-circulation systems, sustainably produced shrimp-
feeds and introducing biological agents to control the spread of plagues and diseases, the CNA 
maintained that it was possible to reduce the use of antibiotics and produce (practically) organic 
shrimp at low cost. Shrimp growers also announced their commitment to improve the lives of 
fisher communities and promote sustainable development in the manglar. One of the actions that 
they undertook in this direction was the signature of agreements with fisher communities and 
associations to conduct reforestation activities in compliance with Decree 1391. Shrimp growers 
agreed to pay fisher communities for the reforestation of the manglar and extend wages to all 
those who participated in the process.  

At the same time, following the recovery of the shrimp industry, camaroneros initiated the 
enclosure of additional lands and tried to block fisher gatherers’ access to the mangroves and 
estuaries. This led to increasingly violent confrontations between fisher gatherers’ and shrimp 
growers in the manglar. According to the people interviewed for this research, during this period 
a number of fisher gatherers’ disappeared and others were murdered by the shrimp farmers’ 
private guards. This led to the formation of associations among fisher gatherers in El Oro who 
claimed justice for their lost compañeros. Shrimp farmers also used their money and political 
influence to corrupt social leaders and undermine fisher gatherers’ struggles against the 
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enclosure and deforestation of the manglar. As Viche, the former president of an association, 
recalls:  

In 2005, the majority of us were still concheros. That year I was elected president of our 
association. When I travelled to the mainland, there were always camaroneros waiting for 
me. There was a piece of manglar about 10 hectares wide near my community and they all 
wanted a part of it. I was once offered 2,000 dollars by a shrimp grower who promised to 
donate an additional 5,000 dollars to my association if we let him clear the manglar. He 
threatened to kill me if I didn’t accept his offer. But I refused. In that time mangrove logging 
was forbidden. I told him that I couldn’t make a decision like that on my own. I said, “if you 
want to cut the manglar go ahead, but if my community reports you, it will be nobody’s fault 
but your own”.  

Despite these conflicts, by 2008, shrimp exports rose to more than 170 thousand tons, generating 
nearly USD 700 million of state revenue that year. The consolidation of the industry’s economic 
power strengthened the political influence of shrimp growers and increased their capacity to 
exert pressure on state authorities to create laws that would benefit the sector (Rengel 2013: 74). 
Fisher communities were divided in their decision to collaborate with shrimp farmers who had 
illegally occupied and destroyed the manglar and threatened their communities. While some 
groups continued to strongly oppose all forms of collaboration with the shrimp farming sector, 
others believed that improved relations with shrimp farmers could benefit their communities. In 
2009, a weakened movement to defend the manglar resolved to file a claim of unconstitutionality 
against decree 1391 and the legalization of illegally constructed shrimp ponds. This led to the 
further fragmentation of the movement to defend the manglar. According to Ignacio, the above 
mentioned cockle-gatherer from Tres Cruces:  

We didn’t have much choice. The cards were already played. Either we accepted the 
government’s rules or we would be left with nothing. The camaroneros were stronger than 
us. They felt even more legitimized then ever in their ownership of the manglar, se sentían 
más adueñados que nunca, even if we had gained access to the custodia.  

The government’s decision to regulate illegally constructed shrimp farms was somewhat 
mitigated by its ongoing support for the custodias. In the context of their communities’ historical 
neglect, in the archipelago most fisher gatherers believed that the creation of government-
community co-management agreements was the result of their struggles to defend the manglar, 
and they celebrated the government’s recognition of their rights as citizens to a manglar territory. 
This belief was further reinforced by an official visit made in 2009 by the Minister of the 
Environment, Marcela Aguiñaga, to the islands of the archipelago of Jambelí. During this visit she 
granted three ancestral communes, including Tres Cruces, a mangrove area in custodia. To better 
understand the effects of the custodia, the following sections focus on everyday life on the island 
of Tres Cruces, starting with the story of Benito, a fifty-year-old cockle gatherer, who I 
accompanied during his labors in the manglar.  

Searching for conchas 

It was early dawn and Benito was busy in the kitchen chopping onions, squeezing lemons 
and prying open a handful of conchas to make ceviche. “This is how cholos eat”, he told me 
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with a smile. Benito lived alone in a small wooden house at the far edge of Tres Cruces. Like 
most villagers, he planted food crops in his backyard and also kept a few chickens. He spent 
most of his time in the manglar where he collected conchas for a living. Every week he sold 
his cockles in seafood markets on the mainland or to intermediaries who arrived on the 
island. He was also responsible for seven hours of weekly guard duty as a mangrove 
custodian and a member of one of the island’s fisher gatherer associations. “The mangroves 
give us everything,” he explained, “they give us food, work and money. Without the 
mangroves we wouldn’t exist”.  

Benito did not like to be seen in his work clothes. He had sown long sleeves onto a faded t-
shirt that was tucked into an old pair of khaki pants. A thick pair of socks was pulled up over 
his ankles and his feet were tightly packed inside a pair of worn rubber shoes. He held three 
large jicras in one hand and carried a plastic bag with insect repellent, drinking water, 
rubber gloves and an extra t-shirt in the other. When we left his house it was still dark 
outside. Roosters crowed and conchas snapped beneath the roots of the mangroves. Motors 
pumped water into nearby camaroneras making a loud rumbling noise.  

We walked the short distance from his house to the shore where Benito tied his small canoe 
to his brother’s motor boat. We speeded through winding estuaries until we reached an area 
signaled by large rectangular signs hung from the trees: CUSTODIA TRES CRUCES. 
MINISTERIAL AGREEMENT 0524. PROHIBIDO EL INGRESO. We untied Benito’s boat and 
rowed to a nearby patch of mangroves. He tied the canoe to a strong branch, wrapped an 
extra t-shirt over his head and face and rubbed insect repellent over his body and clothes. 
Stepping off the boat he sunk knee-deep into the oozing mangrove mud. With the next step 
he climbed onto a branch and began to enter the forest squeezing through the entangled 
palisade of the tree’s giant roots.  

To collect the cockles, Benito dropped to the ground and reached his arm deep into the mud. 
He pulled the cockles out one by one or in pairs, quickly determining whether they were large 
enough to be harvested before putting them away in his jicra. Benito continued this way for 
several hours, crawling through the mud, digging into the roots of the trees, extracting the 
larger cockles and leaving the smaller ones behind. He was vigilant of the armed men and 
packs of dogs that guarded the walls of nearby camaroneras. It was nearly 4 p.m. when we 
heard someone whistle in the nearby forests. At the sound Benito began to drag his two 
heavy jicras through the forest and instructed me to follow. When we reached the shore he 
jumped into the estuary and removed his mud stained clothes. He rinsed them clean and 
washed his body while we waited for his brother’s motor boat to pick us up. He sunk his jicras 
several times in the water to remove the excess mud and counted them on the journey back 
– 250 cockles in total that would sell for approximately twenty dollars on the mainland.  

Benito’s attachment to the particular sense of freedom that he experienced while gathering 
cockles led him to reject several job offers on nearby camaroneras. In his words: 

El trabajo en las camaroneras es de explotación. The work on plantations is a labor of 
exploitation. The workers aren’t insured, they aren’t paid well and they are asked to perform 
too many tasks. Why work in a camaronera? To end up poor and sick? 

To this, Amable a veteran cockle gatherer added, “Shrimp farmers get rich at our expense. They 
don’t care at all about our lives. And in any case, nunca hemos sido mandados de nadie”. To this 
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day, many islanders would prefer to collect conchas in the roots of the mangroves than to work 
at the command of a patron, even though they perceive cockle gathering as messy and often 
difficult work. Cockle gatherers like to repeat that they are their own jefes because they manage 
their own time and are not subjected to any form of labor discipline and hierarchy. Yet they also 
complain about the physical difficulties of the work they do and the health problems it causes. 
Even though they reap the full benefits of their labor and do not have to share with others what 
they have earned con el sudor de la frente, they worry about old age when they will no longer be 
able to drag their bodies through the mud to search for cockles.8  
 

Beyond the idyllic veneer of remote island life, making a living as a cockle gatherer has many 
downsides. Tres Cruces is a beautiful island of sandy beaches, tall shade trees and colorful 
flowers, but also one of the most impoverished. According to official statistics, 98 percent of island 
residents suffer from lack of access to basic needs and higher education opportunities (INEC 
2010). These material deficiencies are associated with high rates of outmigration from the 
islands, especially among women and children who often travel to the mainland in search of 
better working and education opportunities. As a result, although the island was home to a 
populous fisher village in the 1970s, today less than 30 families occupy the stretch of houses that 
form a half circle along the shoreline.  

In the past ten years, living conditions were transformed by the arrival of electricity and piped 
water to the island and the installation of a telecommunications tower. As a result of these 
changes, fisher gatherers no longer need to travel to the river mouths to collect fresh water in 
large tanks. Fish is no longer gutted, smoked or salted but kept in ice and stored in a freezer. The 
villagers are also less isolated as a result of expanded television and radio broadcasts. Most people 
perceive these changes as improvements in their lives; however, they continue to demand greater 
attention for health care and education facilities on the island. Other than weekly visits led by a 
small medical team from the hospital of the city of Santa Rosa and a few national health campaigns 
that make rounds in the archipelago, the villagers rarely receive medical attention. Neither are 
they insured nor eligible for a state pension at old age. Education is only available until the age of 
twelve in a single-teacher rural school unit that was built on the island in the 1970s. The school 
has a single teaching room where children aged five to twelve are taught first to sixth grade. After 
school, if the changing tides allow, children work alongside their parents either learning to fish in 
the estuaries or gathering cockles in the roots of the manglar. Once they complete their primary 
education, at the age of twelve, most children start working permanently as fisher gatherers. 

Most people did not consider this as the ideal situation for their children and aspired to better 
opportunities for them. As Yessy told me, “I want my children to be someone in life … a teacher, 
an engineer or maybe even a lawyer. Without an education you are no one in life! These days even 
if you’re looking for a job as a streetcleaner you need a title!” The villagers’ few attempts to 
pressure the local government to open a secondary school on the island were met with false hopes 
and promises. As a result, the women and children of Tres Cruces continue to migrate to the 
mainland, leaving the village in the hands of a small group of men. These dramatic changes, like 

 
 
8 In present-day El Oro, cockle gathering is mostly performed by men and is generally considered a 
masculine labor although some women also participate in this activity. This is very different from the 
gendered dynamics of the northern province of Esmeraldas where cockle gathering in the manglar is for 
the most part performed by women and children and is considered a ‘woman’s job’ (see for example 
Veuthey and Gerber 2012).  
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most of the recent problems encountered in the archipelago, have occurred as the result of the 
massive destruction of the mangroves which has increasingly reduced the social and economic 
space of fishing communities in the manglar. 

Picture 50: Benito prepares to enter the mangroves to search for conchas.  

 

Picture 51: Benito’s jicra full of conchas after the harvest.  
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Picture 52: A fisher village in the archipelago of Jambelí seen from inside a villager’s home. 

 

Life as guardians of the mangroves  

Basically, the way cockles are gathered has remained the same up to the present, but the 
circumstances and context have often changed dramatically. The ongoing contamination of the 
estuaries and the deforestation of vast manglar areas to make space for industrial shrimp farms 
has produced a gradual decline in the population of cockles. Although cockles have become more 
scarce, fisher communities continue to rely on cockle gathering activities for their subsistence. 
The existence of a local market for conchas continues to secure fisher gatherers’ access to a small 
income. For each ciento sold on the market, fisher gatherers earn between 12 to 18 dollars, 
depending on the season, which roughly allows them to collect a little more than the minimum 
monthly wage. To increase their earnings, most island residents combine cockle gathering with 
other artisanal fishing activities in the mangroves and estuaries.  

Despite the difficulties of their work, from the perspective of island residents, cockle gathering 
has important advantages. The most valued among them is that it remains an autonomous form 
of labor that is often associated with particular forms of “freedom”. The way that conchas are 
gathered and how they are exchanged gives cockle gatherers a sense of freedom and control over 
their lives and labor. Similar to the matsutake mushroom pickers described by Tsing (2015: 76), 
for cockle gatherers working in the mangroves “freedom is irregular and outside rationalization”, 
meaning that while most people defend their freedom to access and use the manglar, each has 
their own particular version of what this freedom entails. On the islands, small fishers developed 
their own sense of freedom largely based on their capacity to access and use what they perceived 
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as ‘unlimited’ manglar resources. Traditionally, customary laws regulating access and use of 
manglar resources were based on each person and their family’s needs and mangroves were 
perceived as a ‘free for all’ space open to all. In the words of Octavio, an elderly cockle gatherer, 
“the manglares were free for anyone to enter. Each person worked as they needed and we were 
all free to come and go. We never had any problems. There were enough resources for everyone!” 

Picture 53: Cockle gatherers wash themselves in the estuaries after the harvest. 

 
 
Due to the importance of the manglar in their lives, the villagers of Tres Cruces have a long history 
of resisting camaroneros. In 1977 they were among the first to form a legally established 
cooperative to denounce mangrove deforestation in the archipelago and claim the area as their 
ancestral living and working grounds. Yet, despite their efforts to function as a united group 
against camaroneros, since its establishment the cooperative of Tres Cruces has encountered a 
series of obstacles. Members of the cooperative were discouraged by their unsuccessful efforts to 
prosecute powerful camaroneros who continued to destroy and enclose crucial conchales and 
cangrejales. They were also affected by the corruption of state officials and their lack of support 
for fisher communities in the face of new evidence of illegal mangrove deforestation. This was 
further aggravated by the emergence of a land market and the commodification of the manglar 
promoted by land speculators and aspiring camaroneros. Concerned by the growing influence of 
shrimp farmers in Tres Cruces, the cooperative’s directors decided to build a community shrimp 
pond along the southern limits of the island that would presumably act as a barrier against the 
further encroachment of outsiders and preserve the interior forests and salitrales. The members 
of the cooperative would have to invest their time and labor in the construction of the pond in 
exchange for an equal share of the profits they would obtain from future shrimp harvests. 
However, the booming business of larveros, and the appearance of buyers of wild shrimp seed on 
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the island offering greater profits than the cooperative did, produced the failure of this early 
initiative. The directors of the cooperative sold the preliminary construction of the pond to a 
shrimp farmer and moved to the mainland where they continued to draw attention to the 
destruction of fisher communities and their relation to the manglar.  

The situation changed dramatically as a result of the spread of plagues on shrimp farms and the 
collapse of the market for wild shrimp seed in the 1990s. The new situation forced a growing 
number of villagers to return to the roots of the manglar to search for cockles only to find that 
their working grounds were either depleted and contaminated or had altogether disappeared. In 
light of these developments, the residents of Tres Cruces sought to revive the cooperative and 
came together once again to defend the manglar. In 2009, Tres Cruces became one of three 
‘ancestral communes’ to obtain a state-granted custodia. In the words of Emérito: 

The custodia was the recognition of years of our community’s struggle to defend the 
manglar. We said, if they continue destroying the manglar, how could we go on living? At 
first, no one supported us, no government institution, no one. So imagine our surprise when 
they announced the creation of custodias! The custodia was granted to protect the manglar 
and gave us the power to legally defend the manglar from further destruction. It hasn’t been 
easy, but thanks to our struggle we still have mangrove forests today. If we didn’t defend 
what was left, all this would have been transformed into shrimp farms, and we fisher 
gatherers, how would we continue living?  

In Tres Cruces, most cockle gatherers believe that the creation of custodias introduced positive 
changes to their lives. It put an end to large scale mangrove deforestation in the area and allowed 
for the recovery of vast cockle and crab gathering grounds. Most villagers also took pride in their 
role as “guardians of the mangroves”. Loosely based on the regulations established by the 
custodia law, fisher gatherers created their own rules to manage their access and use of the 
manglar. Their central purpose was to create favorable conditions that would enable them to 
continue to perform their traditional fishing and gathering activities in the manglar and keep 
outsiders from trespassing into the boundaries of their custodia.  

To prove their commitment and compliance to the development of sustainable activities and 
mangrove conservation, in line with the government’s discourse, Tres Cruces’ cockle gatherers 
began to keep a register of their daily catches. A member of the association was assigned the 
specific task of visiting each cockle gatherer in his home at the end of the day to count the number 
of cockles that they had gathered and to verify that they were all larger than the established size 
limit of 4.5 centimeters. If smaller conchas were found, cockle gatherers were obliged to pay a 
monetary fine and could also suffer from a temporary ban from the custodia. The association also 
established auto-vedas, self-imposed closed fishing seasons, to allow for the reproduction of 
cockles and other species in the mangroves and estuaries.  

As part of their attempt to control and manage the manglar, cockle gatherers divided their 
custodia into three zones that were harvested or left idle at different times. A fourth area was set 
aside to function as a reserve or ‘bank’ that the members of the community could harvest to pay 
for communal expenses. Community meetings were held at the end of each month to evaluate 
these activities, announce changes in the organization and plan future events. All important 
decisions concerning the management of mangrove resources and the election every two years 
of the president of the community and association were taken during these assemblies. Although 
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they were open to all, in Tres Cruces, it was mostly men who attended these gatherings. The male 
residents of the island were therefore the ones who managed relations between their association 
and the state and between other artisanal fisher associations on the mainland. They were also the 
ones who controlled cockle gathering activities and guarded the custodia, becoming the main 
decision-makers concerning the residents’ access and use of mangrove resources.  

Picture 54: Cockle gatherers keep track of the number of conchas collected by each member of the 
association.  

 

The cost of the custodia  

Although most cockle gatherers assumed their role as guardians of the mangroves with pride, 
they were also negatively affected by some of the changes it introduced into their daily lives. One 
of their central complaints concerned the burden of work that they had to assume in order to 
maintain the custodia. Custodias initially drew in money and technical support from government 
institutions and NGOs who became interested in fisher gatherers’ struggle to defend the manglar. 
However, at present, in El Oro most fisher gatherer associations must assume the cost of 
mangrove protection themselves. As De Castro (2012: 52) observes, “The cost of managing 
protected areas is often borne by local populations, who are left to defend their territories from 
development pressures with limited outside support”. His research among riverine populations 
in the Brazilian Amazon further shows how the presence of traditional groups in protected areas 
often acts as a cost-cutting measure that reduces state funding for monitoring and surveillance 
activities.  
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Upon receiving the custodia, artisanal fishers began to dedicate more time to surveillance 
activities in the manglar. Surveillance activities allowed fisher gatherers to identify and report 
mangrove deforestation within their designated areas. Failure to report mangrove deforestation 
could amount to the loss of the custodia and its transferal to other fisher gatherer associations 
working in the manglar. In Tres Cruces, two different members of the association were 
responsible for up to seven hours of surveillance duties within the custodia on different days each 
week. These ‘guards’ had to pay for their own gasoline expenses during their shift and were 
additionally obliged to renounce a full day’s work. If they did not show up for guard duty, fisher 
gatherers were punished with an economic fine and could ultimately be removed from the 
association and denied access to the mangroves. As proof of their work, each team had to report 
their observations in a log diary, illustrated with pictures taken during their shift. Surveillance 
activities were also performed to keep independent cockle gatherers outside the limits of the 
custodia. Due to the work that asociados (fisher gatherers’ who belonged to an association) put 
into the maintenance of the custodia and the recovery of the manglar within its limits, they 
demanded exclusive access to the area and denied independent cockle gatherers access to their 
manglar territory.  

On the islands, fisher gatherers expressed concerns over the limited recognition of their labor. As 
Omar noted, “If it weren’t for us, there would be no mangroves left. Long before the government 
gave us the custodias, we were the ones taking care of the mangroves. We’ve always been 
guardians of the mangroves”. According to Omar’s estimates, the association spends 
approximately USD 20,000 of their own money, excluding labor costs, to maintain daily 
surveillance activities in the manglar throughout the year. While these activities largely benefit 
the state and shrimp farmers by lowering security costs, fisher gatherers do not receive any form 
of financial or technical compensations from either group. During a brief period, the state 
attempted to implement a form of payment for environmental services known as Socio Manglar 
with funds from the IUCN for fisher gatherer associations engaged in mangrove conservation 
activities. Fisher gatherer associations welcomed the initiative and completed the paperwork that 
was needed to apply to the program. However, in recent years the lack of funding has temporarily 
halted the project, putting an end to any form of financial support for the guardians of the 
mangroves.  

The ongoing contamination of the estuaries by shrimp pond effluents and the lack of government 
control for the shrimp farming industry is also a central complaint among fisher gatherers on the 
islands. After each harvest, neighboring shrimp farms release a toxic mix of agrochemicals, 
antibiotics, shrimp feed and organic matter directly into the estuaries. The villagers complain of 
the stench emanating from the ponds described as “the smell of mountains of rotten fish mixed 
with poison,” and attribute the death of cockles to rising levels of toxicity. “If it’s causing the death 
of the cockles, what is it doing to us?” Yessy asked. Although there are few studies on the impact 
of Ecuador’s shrimp industry on the health of workers and mangrove communities, research 
performed in Thailand concludes that widespread antibiotic use by shrimp growers could be a 
risk for occupational health and cause negative effects on adjacent ecosystems (Hölmstrom et al. 
2003). Additionally, although no research has been conducted on the effect of consuming seafood 
collected in areas adjacent to shrimp farms, residents of the island report a rising incidence of 
stomach and colon disorders that they associate with the consumption of contaminated food. The 
fact that custodias have served in part to legitimize the presence of camaroneros and their 
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contaminating practices in the manglar is a contradiction that fisher gatherer associations 
continue to point out.  

Picture 55: A camaronera in the manglares surrounding Tres Cruces.  

 

Fragmentation and division 

As we have seen, island residents were divided regarding their collaboration with the shrimp 
farming sector or the fight against its expansion. Such divisions have led to intra-communal 
conflicts and the erosion of the social fabric of island communities. The creation of custodias 
introduced a sense of ownership over the manglar that was new to island residents. In the words 
of Teófilo, the president of Tres Cruces’ fisher gatherer association, “The government granted us 
the custodia to protect the manglar just like the camaroneros protect their shrimp farms. We are 
legally recognized as guardians of the mangroves and have a right to the manglar”. Fisher 
gatherers’ sense of ownership over the manglar led to confrontations between asociados who had 
access to a custodia, and independent cockle gatherers who continued to work in the manglar as 
independientes. Diminishing manglar areas as a result of deforestation and the enclosure of the 
mangroves by camaroneras and state-granted custodias made life more difficult for 
independientes who depend on their access to the manglar to subsist. Within this context, 
independientes are forced to trespass into manglar areas under custodia, resulting in increasingly 
violent confrontations with asociados who maintain that independientes are simply taking 
advantage of their work and making no effort to protect mangrove resources. These conflicts have 
produced new divisions among fisher gatherers fighting individually to defend their autonomy 
and compete for their right to access and use diminishing manglar resources (Beitl 2014). As the 
following story makes clear, these tensions are being further aggravated by the ongoing presence 
of shrimp farmers in the archipelago.  
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Picture 56: Cockle gatherers searching for conchas in the manglar. 

 
 
Based on observations and conversations registered in the month of August in 2017, I was able 
to reconstruct a typical conflictive episode. Not long after they obtained the custodia and began 
their guardianship duties, the residents of Tres Cruces witnessed the arrival of an earth-moving 
shovel, a tractor and a crew of workers to the island. By the early afternoon, they heard the sound 
of falling trees. “It felt like an earthquake,” recalls Josefina, “the whole island trembled”. An 
emergency meeting was held where the community decided to take action and report the 
deforestation of the manglar on their island. The same day, the president of the community 
travelled to the mainland to place an official complaint at the office of the Marine Merchant. The 
response took several days to arrive, giving the shrimp farmer enough time to lay the foundations 
for the construction of a new pond. Infuriated by the unwillingness of government officials to 
intervene and enforce the prohibition of new shrimp ponds in the manglar, Josefina, who was 
then acting as secretary of the association, began to investigate the case. She found out that the 
shrimp farmer, Don Manuel, had convinced one of the villagers to sell him land and had extended 
his ownership beyond the property into the mangroves and salitrales that belonged to the 
community. She called for another emergency meeting on the island where she publicly 
condemned the land sale. During the heated discussion, a fight broke out between a group of 
villagers who opposed the land sale and the construction of the pond and another group who 
defended the residents’ individual rights to sell their lands. The conflict led to the creation of two 
distinct fisher gatherer associations. One focused its efforts on the promotion of community 
development and ecotourism while the other sought to advance the residents’ relations with the 
state and neighboring shrimp farmers and requested their help to develop their community.  

With support from Don Manuel, the new fisher gatherer association earned legal recognition and 
began to position itself as the community’s official representative. Then, with the help of the 
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shrimp farmer’s lawyer, the new group filed a complaint with the Ministry of the Environment 
arguing that the group of villagers who had been granted the custodia had failed to report various 
incidences of mangrove deforestation. This led to the revocation of the custodia, which was then 
claimed by the island’s new fisher gatherer association.  

This incident deepened the divide between the residents of Tres Cruces who continued to wage 
a silent battle over their opposing views. In this context, the new association’s control over the 
mangroves, which remained a crucial source of food and income for the residents of Tres Cruces, 
granted its members an important advantage. The association, which is mostly formed by men, 
created a new management plan for the custodia focused on the extraction of mangrove cockles 
and the policing of the custodia’s boundaries. The members of the association also strengthened 
their ties with neighboring shrimp farmers and received gifts and donations, including a fiber 
glass boat to perform surveillance activities in the manglar, in exchange for their loyalty. One of 
the association’s members was given a gun by Don Manuel and was entrusted as his right-hand 
man on the island. He had a direct line of communication with the shrimp farmer and reported 
incidents that occurred on the island and the surrounding manglar.  

Meanwhile, Josefina, who was now living on the mainland, continued to report illegal mangrove 
deforestations on Tres Cruces and initiated several legal actions against the president of the new 
association, including a motion against the violation of the rights of nature guaranteed in the 
country’s 2008 constitution. In the process, she lost many of her former supporters who were 
recruited by the association that was now in charge of managing the custodia. For example, when 
I asked Teófilo, who was acting as both the president of the association and the president of the 
community, about Josefina’s plight he answered: 

We are a peaceful community. Everyone knows each other and we are all somehow related. 
We’ve had our problems in the past but thankfully all that has been overcome and we are all 
working together towards the development of Tres Cruces.  

When pressed to describe these problems he replied:  

(Laughs) Just some people who were trying to tell us how to run things on the island. But 
thankfully we’ve overcome those differences. Now we work together, as a community, we 
perform daily surveillance activities and report mangrove logging in our custodia. 

Despite Teófilo’s relaxed response, intra-communal problems on the island are far from resolved. 
The escalation of conflicts over the remaining mangroves and the decline in cockle fisheries has 
led the members of his association to seek advice from Don Manuel, who they describe as “más 
que un simple camaronero”, more than a simple shrimp farmer. Unlike other camaroneros in the 
area, Don Manuel, who lives in the city of Machala, spends much of his time on the island and is 
frequently seen in his 4WD cuadrón driving over the broad walls of his shrimp farms. He has 
approached the villagers on several occasions offering advice and financial support. In recent 
years, exchanges between the villagers and Don Manuel have begun to take the form of classic 
patron-client relations where, in exchange for legal advice and money, the villagers offer the 
shrimp farmer their loyalty and support. This loyalty is partly responsible for the fragmentation 
of the community and new mangrove deforestations.  

Although members of the association seem to follow Don Manuel’s lead and appear convinced by 
his good intentions, they are also aware of the limits and dangers of confiding in a man who has 
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failed to meet his promises in the past. Thus, even if they provide Don Manuel with the illusion of 
complicity, the villagers are mindful of their negotiations with the camaronero. As Benito told me,  

Don Manuel came to one of the association’s meetings and sat down with us. He asked how 
much longer we were planning to drag our bodies in the mud to collect a bunch of cockles. 
He said that instead we should think about constructing a camaronera comunitaria in the 
salitrales. He said that he was willing to give us his machines and expertise to build the pond. 
In exchange he would take the first two year’s harvests and then leave the pond to us. He 
said he was interested in gaining access to the whole area so he could drive his trucks over 
the island to lower his transportation costs. He really is sabido (a wisecrack). He must have 
something else in mind, but then what choice do we really have? He is right. We won’t be 
able to gather cockles in the manglar forever. One day it will be over and then what will 
become of us?  

As the experience of the residents of Tres Cruces shows, the creation of custodias and the 
legalization of illegally constructed shrimp farms in the mangroves complicated intra-communal 
relations on the island. The presence of a benevolent shrimp farmer who was approachable and 
spent time near the villagers created confusion and division. Camaroneros no longer appeared as 
a common enemy to unite and fight against. Instead, residents began to engage in new relations 
with shrimp growers and gradually abandoned their more radical claims to have all mangrove 
areas returned to their communities. At the same time, the creation of custodias led to the 
emergence of new mostly male leaderships that began to compete over their control of the 
residents’ access and use of the manglar. In this sense, the government’s pursuit of neoliberal 
multicultural policies was somewhat mitigated by the socionatural destruction of the manglar, 
but was unable to fully eradicate the construction of new shrimp ponds. The following section 
analyses the gendered logics of the transformation of mangrove territories in some more detail.  

Men, mud and machines: gender relations in the manglar 

Rising levels of violence linked to the expansion of the shrimp industry also had important 
gendered implications. In many places, women were prevented from performing fishing and 
gathering activities due to the dangers of working in the mangroves and seas. This was 
exacerbated by the administrative logic of the custodias, which were mainly male dominated. As 
a result, women became increasingly dependent upon male wages to subsist. As some feminist 
scholars have observed, women are generally more vulnerable to violence in territories affected 
by the expansion of extractive industries (Segato 2010, Adamson 2017, Aliaga-Monroy 2019). In 
the mangroves, the dominant presence of male workers and independent fisher gatherers 
gradually pushed women out of the mangroves and forced them to seek alternatives for the 
reproduction of their families and communities. However, it also led to the emergence of new 
forms of consciousness and mobilization to claim greater justice for their communities in the 
context of greater state and capital intervention into their territories.  

As explained in the previous chapter, men have traditionally assumed leadership roles 
concerning the distribution of land and labor within fisher villages and conferred upon women 
the task of social reproduction. This structure was rooted in historically gendered hierarchies 
that tended to subsume women to the control of her husband and her family’s needs. Sulma’s 
retelling of the past in the previous chapter and her experience of gendered violence as something 
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quite common and even ordinary on the islands as well as her belief that it was a woman’s 
obligation to endure her husband’s beatings is a clear example of the normalization of these 
patriarchal structures of governance. 

At the same time, the particularities of everyday life on the islands meant that women were not 
confined to the home. Women spent much of their time in the mangroves and bajiales where they 
gathered conchas and other mollusks that they used to prepare daily meals. The gathering was 
often done in the company of other women and their children, which meant that they spent much 
time in each other’s company. Generally, men spent more time at sea, fishing and travelling back 
and forth between the island and the mainland where they sold their products. Even today, 
women prefer to enter the mangroves on their own or in the company of other women. As 
Lourdes explained, “I don’t feel comfortable with other men. I don’t like them watching me work. 
You have to get down on your knees and drag your body through the mud. I feel more at ease 
when there are other women around me”. Women were also largely responsible for gardening 
and raising farm animals, developing a particular relation and knowledge of their natural 
surroundings that was distinct from those developed by men.  

Through their labors of social reproduction, women strengthened their connection to the 
manglar. As Silvia, a forty-year-old cockle gatherer explained,  

Most of our food comes from the manglar. For example, if I want to make a soup or prepare 
ceviche, I simply walk to the manglar and gather a few cockles and crabs. That’s what’s so 
special about our island and that’s why women also fight to defend the manglar.  

During my interviews with women, the relation between their capacity to provide food for their 
families and their participation in the struggles to defend the manglar was a recurring theme. 
Now in her seventies, Sulma still recalls chasing land speculators off the island with her machete 
and tearing down the walls of an illegal shrimp pond using her bare fists. Camaroneros and their 
supporters threatened to kill her for these actions, but she continued to fight because her life 
depended on the existence of the manglar. In the early 2000s, when the government announced 
the creation of custodias, Sulma supported the community’s decision to form a fisher gatherer 
association on the island and apply for a territorial concession. Yet, like other women, she was 
initially denied membership to the association. According to Rosa, a veteran cockle gatherer, “The 
men said that the meetings were not the place for a proper woman. I was very outspoken. I told 
them that to make decisions you didn’t need a man’s strength but a woman’s brains. I wasn’t going 
to remain silent in front of a bunch of machistas!” Yessy explains that even when they participated 
in the meetings, women were not officially considered members of the association. “Who would 
take care of the house, the children and the food while the men were out protecting the manglar? 
They said it was nuestro deber, our duty, as women. But we also believed we had the right to 
obtain some benefit from the custodia”. Thus began women’s struggles to be recognized as official 
members within fisher gatherer associations so that they could continue to extract cockles and 
crabs from the manglar. The more outspoken women, such as Doña Rosa, began to demand rights 
for their peers and introduced new ideas that included the possibility to promote tourism on the 
islands to generate employment opportunities for women.  
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Picture 57: Fisherwomen in the archipelago of Jambelí.  

 
 
Although fisher gatherer associations have since begun to admit women as official members, they 
are compelled to act within male dominated power structures that set limits to their 
transformative potential. For example, most fisher gatherer associations have created women’s 
commissions that are responsible for cooking and cleaning tasks. Women’s commissions are for 
the most part activated during special events when government officials, NGOs, shrimp farmers 
or members of other fisher gatherer associations announce a visit to the island. If a woman 
refuses to participate or is unable to attend her shift, she is penalized with an economic fine and 
the potential retrieval of her membership. Despite the difficulties of working within a male 
dominated environment, some women have become outspoken leaders in the artisanal fishing 
sector. Many have fought to gain access to decision-making positions and have been elected into 
important leadership positions. Until 2018, Mariana Benítez presided over the Unión de 
Organizaciones de Producción Pesquera Artesanal de El Oro (UOPPAO), and Gabriela Cruz was 
reelected as president of the Federación Nacional de Cooperativas Pesqueras (FENACOPEC). 

In some places, women have been able to negotiate greater benefits for themselves as official 
members of fisher gatherer associations. For example, on one of the islands women fought for the 
creation of women-only cockle gathering grounds. This idea was initially rejected by men, yet the 
persistence of a group of women managed to pass the resolution as a partial solution to women’s 
exclusion from cockle gathering grounds. Others managed to evade the authority of male-
dominated fisher gatherer associations by working in the mangroves and extracting other types 
of mollusks, such as mussels and clams whose capture is not regulated by the terms of the 
association or custodia. Women also began to participate in fishing activities in the estuaries and 
seas alongside their partners or families claiming half of the earnings they obtained from the sale 



 

152 

of their catch. They also formed their own communal banking systems using funds granted to 
them by the government’s cash-transfer schemes.  

Picture 58: A group of women form a communal baking system on one of the islands in the archipelago.  

 
 
While these activities constitute important advances for women, in the context of a growing male 
presence in the manglar and increasingly violent confrontations between asociados, 
independientes and shrimp farmers, women feel unsafe. According to Silvia,  

You never know who you’re going to run into in the manglar and whether or not it will lead 
to a fight. Independientes sometimes carry guns into the custodia and so do armed guards 
in the camaroneras. How are we supposed to defend ourselves?  

Yessy stopped working in the mangroves when she became pregnant with her first child and said 
she wouldn’t go back until the fighting stopped. “I don’t feel safe going out on my own anymore. I 
prefer to stay in town with my children until the men come back. Ya no se puede estar tranquila 
como antes, you can’t be relaxed like in the past”. As a result of the masculinization of the manglar, 
women like Silvia and Yessy are discouraged from practicing traditional fishing and gathering 
activities. The masculinization of the manglar is in turn connected to the enclosure of extensive 
areas by camaroneros and state granted custodias. On shrimp farms, camaroneros hired a 
predominantly male workforce as day laborers and armed guards. Men were also recruited by 
fisher gatherer associations to perform surveillance activities in the custodias. In general, 
mangrove protection was perceived and interpreted as a man’s job within fisher communities. 
The policing of the custodia’s boundaries gave men the opportunity to reaffirm their sense of 
manhood associated with their capacity to exert power and control over a territory. While men 
gained power in the archipelago, women continued to migrate to the mainland in search of 
education and working opportunities. Due to the high rate of female emigration, the village of 
Tres Cruces is now mostly inhabited by men. It is often referred to as la isla de los hombres solos, 
the isle of lone men, who travel back and forth between the island and the mainland where they 
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continue to maintain their families. When official visits are announced, men ask their partners to 
return to the island and collaborate with the association to keep their image of a united 
community. In Josefina words, “You cannot call yourself a community without women and 
children”.  

In the case of Tres Cruces, neighboring shrimp farmers took advantage of the gendered 
fragmentation of the community to advance their interests over the island’s remaining salitrales. 
As I explained earlier, intra-communal divisions enabled Don Manuel to tighten his bonds with a 
group of fisher gatherers and introduce the idea of building a communal shrimp pond that they 
could manage. In the face of new mangrove deforestations, they have remained silent and turned 
a blind eye to Don Manuel’s violation of the law. Those who remained on the island, such as Benito, 
felt enthusiastic about the construction of a community shrimp pond in the remaining salitrales 
of Tres Cruces. Cockle gatherers such as Benito believe that it may be their only protection against 
sickness and old age in the context of rising levels of contamination, the depletion of manglar 
fisheries and ongoing confrontations over the remaining manglar. Benito worries about the pain 
in his bones and is aware that he will not be able to work in the manglar for much longer. 
Participating in the construction and management of a community shrimp pond and dividing the 
profits between the residents of the island sounds promising, but he also has doubts about Don 
Manuel’s actual intentions. He believes that perhaps only the youngest among them will benefit 
from their involvement in the construction of a community shrimp pond. Benito also has doubts 
about the capacity of the residents to collaborate and equally divide the work and profits based 
on past experiences. Yet, despite these doubts and his attachment to the salitrales where he used 
to train as a runner in his youth, he is supporting the construction of a community camaronera in 
Tres Cruces.  

There are a series of obstacles that must be overcome before the construction of the camaronera 
comunitaria begins. There are legal impediments concerning the official recognition of the 
association as an ancestral community. By law, a community must have more than 50 members, 
which is far more than the number of people permanently residing on the island. This problem 
has partially been overcome with the help of Don Manuel’s lawyer who managed to dissolve the 
fisher gatherer association and replace the figure with an officially recognized ancestral 
community. As a result, the members of the fisher gatherer association became the official 
representatives of the community. Second, to begin the construction of the camaronera 
comunitaria, a few mangrove patches were cleared. The incident was reported by Josefina on the 
mainland. She maintained that the pond was being constructed on lands that belonged to her 
ancestral community and would personally benefit the president of the association at the expense 
of island residents.  

As a result of Josefina’s reports, the community temporarily lost its control of the mangrove 
custodia and was ordered to pay a fine of approximately 4,000 dollars. Don Manuel handled the 
situation with his lawyer. He paid for the fine, recuperated the custodia for the community and 
remained committed to the construction of a communal shrimp pond in the salitrales of Tres 
Cruces. To avoid problems in the future, he had signs spread out throughout the island. In the 
area where the foundations of the shrimp pond had already been dug out, a large sign that reads 
“ÁREA COMUNITARIA” was put up. Although shrimp production remains halted, Tres Cruces is 
currently the only community in the archipelago where cockle gatherers are one step closer to 
becoming camaroneros on their own lands.  
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Conclusion  

In 1999, the creation of custodias and the recognition of territorial rights for fisher gatherers 
brought hope to communities throughout the coastal region who depended on the manglar for 
their subsistence. State-granted mangrove concessions would not only secure their access to 
diminishing mangrove resources but also acknowledge their contribution to mangrove 
conservation and sustainable forms of development. However, the implementation of the 
custodias revealed an ambiguous logic: on the one hand, it granted mangrove communities 
recognition and autonomy and on the other hand, it subordinated communities to the capitalist 
and patriarchal logic of the state and the shrimp farming industry. More importantly, custodias 
were granted at a stage when mangrove destruction had already progressed dramatically. These 
new state-led measures were unable to provide the necessary protection and reparation of the 
mangrove ecosystem. Moreover, the burden of nature protection was transferred to fisher 
communities and associations who were made responsible for the enforcement of state laws and 
the development of sustainable activities in the manglar.  

Although custodias were originally created to preserve the mangroves and the people that lived 
among them, government and capital interventions transformed the way that fisher communities 
related to each other and their surrounding environment. As the case analyzed above shows, the 
creation of custodias led fisher gatherers to relate to the mangroves as a form of private property 
with new enclosures that excluded independent fisher gatherers from access to the mangroves 
and facilitated the expansion of capitalist interests. The performance of control and surveillance 
activities in the manglar, which have become the focus of fisher gatherer associations, are 
particularly demanding. This work benefits shrimp farmers and the state as well, as they also 
profit from a safer environment, yet fisher gatherers do not receive any financial and technical 
compensation for it. The cost of managing the custodia is mostly paid for by fisher gatherers 
themselves in time, labor and money. The unequal distribution of mangrove protection may thus 
be connected to the further impoverishment of fisher gatherers who find it increasingly difficult 
to reproduce their traditional ways of life and are often forced to secretly search for alternatives 
that provide greater economic security for themselves and their families. Despite these problems, 
custodias have significantly contributed to improving the livelihoods of fisher communities and 
the promotion of mangrove conservation. Recent studies point to the recovery of previously 
degraded mangrove areas as a result of the state’s empowerment of artisanal fisher gatherers 
through the figure of guardians of the mangrove ecosystem (Beitl et al. 2019). 

The expansion of capitalist interests occurred hand in hand with the reinforcement of preexisting 
gender inequalities and the imposition of new gender roles. One of their effects was the 
separation of women from their access and use of mangrove resources and their principal means 
of achieving economic independence. Women were also excluded from decision-making spaces, 
leaving important decisions concerning the management of mangrove resources and the future 
of fisher communities in the hands of a small group of men. This led to the reinforcement of 
gender inequalities and the emergence of new gendered power relations which facilitated the 
further expansion of capitalist relations and the ongoing destruction of the manglar. As a result 
of this, while both women and men living in fisher communities suffer from the lack of basic 
needs, shrimp farmers have extended their control over new areas and have continued to benefit 
from the fragmentation and division of fisher communities struggling to maintain their ways of 
life. 
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Today, almost two decades later, the shrimp industry has recovered from the diseases that 
plagued their monoculture in the past. State neglect of fisher communities has worsened while 
support for the shrimp farming industry has increased. In light of these changes, fisher 
communities have presented divided responses to new interventions into their territories, 
creating space for more conflict and clientelist manipulation. In the manglar, they are vulnerable 
to shrimp entrepreneurs who tend to pursue a more benevolent approach towards island 
residents in order to expand their business interests. Not only do they offer fisher gatherer 
communities financial support and gifts, in some places like Tres Cruces, they also develop a 
personal relationship with individual community members. As they develop more knowledge of 
mangrove communities, camaroneros like Don Manuel are able to exploit differences between 
the villagers and take advantage of internal divisions to advance their own economic interests 
and add new areas to their properties.  

As camaroneros consolidate their presence in the mangroves, fisher communities are seeking the 
means to advance their own interests. They continue to deploy strategic discourses which 
emphasize their identity as ancestral, but this is becoming less effective in the face of social and 
economic challenges. Their growing economic, health and education needs, in context of 
increased levels of contamination and rapidly diminishing mangrove resources, have caused 
many to forge alliances with neighboring shrimp farmers. Thus, the destruction of the former 
socionatural balance between fisher communities and the mangroves is giving way to new social 
alliances which are contributing to the further degradation of the mangrove ecosystem.  

 


