Uprising or Dictatorship 1in
Ecuador? International
Solidarity Needed Now!

In the afternoon of Thursday, 18 September, the new,
apparently right-wing leadership of CONAIE, Ecuador’s powerful
Indigenous movement, bowed to pressure and called an
indefinite national strike — in protest at the removal of
subsidies for diesel fuel, a move set to almost double the
price of most basic necessities overnight.

On Friday morning, President Daniel Noboa announced plans to
call a Constitutional Assembly to rewrite the Constitution —
he’'d been pushing for a series of reforms that would remove or
weaken environmental and labour rights enshrined in the
progressive Constitution of 2008, and allow him to invite U.S.
troops to operate on Ecuadorean soil, supposedly in his ‘war
on drugs’.

Late on Friday night, President Noboa sent police to surround
and evacuate the Constitutional Court as it deliberated on the
constitutionality of his moves — it had recently ruled out of
order several of his attempts in this direction.

Ecuador’s social movements immediately called for a
mobilisation on Saturday morning in defence of the
Constitutional Court.

This latest standoff comes at the end of a week of mounting
confrontation between the increasingly far-right government
and Ecuador’s social movements, with Indigenous communities in
the lead.

Days of protest against a big mining project in southern
Ecuador, which threatens the region’s entire ecological
balance, especially its water sources, culminated in a huge
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demonstration on Tuesday. Some 100,000 people marched through
Cuenca, the country’s third city. The government was forced to
back off, suspending the project at least temporarily, while
promising to press ahead with other big mining projects in
communities like Palo Quemado and Las Naves, where both
resistance and repression have been intense.

In parallel, the government announced the sharp increase in
the price of diesel, as part of its deal with the
International Monetary Fund. The reaction was similar to that
of October 2019, when a fuel price hike triggered an
Indigenous-led uprising. Strike action by transport unions was
soon joined by Indigenous communities blocking highways and
confronting the police. Students marched through the capital,
Quito.

Repression has also increased. As the government continues to
use its supposed war on drugs to justify its attacks on social
movements, there have been gruesome reports of troops
torturing detained activists. But the Indigenous movement has
also been exercising its significant social power. When secret
service agents apparently tried last month to run over
Leonidas Iza — the former president of CONAIE and figurehead
of radical resistance — they were promptly detained by the
local community and submitted to Indigenous Justice, another
right protected by the current Constitution. They were not
harmed in any way, but they were subjected to several days of
close questioning, in the course of which they revealed
remarkable details of the security services’ surveillance of
social movements, including the use of infiltrators and fake
journalists. As a result of the agents’ detention, Leonidas
himself is now being charged with kidnapping.

The same Indigenous social power was on display on Thursday
when the new President of CONAIE, Marlon Vargas, announced the
indefinite nationwide stoppage. With regional stoppages and
road blocks spreading in the days before, President Noboa had
declared a state of emergency in several provinces. Now,



alongside the strike, Marlon Vargas declared a ‘community
emergency’, meaning the army and police would not be allowed
to enter any Indigenous community or territory.

This represents a significant shift in the balance of forces
within the Indigenous movement. Only two months ago, Vargas
was elected at the head of a coalition of centrist and overtly
right-wing forces, promising to do business with the Noboa
government and promote national unity. It seemed like a
serious defeat for the radical forces in the Indigenous
movement, led by Leonidas Iza. But in recent weeks, reality
has undermined that ‘unity’. The Amazonian section of CONAIE,
Confeniae, which Vargas once led, and several provincial
federations, announced they were breaking off relations with
the government. Local communities were already taking direct
action.

Events have been unfolding quickly and it is still too early
to tell whether the national stoppage will develop into a
full-blown rebellion, the third in six years. Much will depend
on what happens within the 1leadership of the Indigenous
movement. Nor is it yet clear how far President Noboa — who
retains significant support among parts of the population,
even though his popularity has fallen — will go in riding
roughshod over Ecuador’s already weak democratic institutions.
This is not yet a dictatorship, as some on the left have been
suggesting. But it may be heading in that direction.

In any case, the people of Ecuador need international
solidarity — Now!

Iain Bruce, 20 September 2025



