
Having taken the Environments of Ecuador course prior to visiting Ecuador and the Galapagos Islands, I was well aware of the environmental issues that were at hand in this area of South America.  With this knowledge of the stresses people put on the environment, especially the rainforest, I was able to step back and observe the country and its citizens in a more critical light.  I find it very difficult to notice the effects of economic advancements if I am not opening my eyes to them.  I quickly learned that by being aware of the underlying issues, it is much easier to pinpoint them in the world around me.

Throughout our stay in the rainforest at Cabanas Alinahui, we were given many opportunities to hike through the rainforest and make observations.  Hiking through the rainforest, I was expecting to see animals and birds everywhere, as this is how the rainforest is often depicted in pictures and on the television.  On our bird walk, however, I actually noticed that it is very difficult to look around and spot any sort of rainforest animal.  We spotted several birds, but only enough to be counted on less than ten fingers.  Birds in Ecuador, especially those of the exotic type, such as toucans, are extremely difficult to see today.  Birds with vibrant, beautiful colors are often hunted so that their feathers can be used on clothing and decoration.  Such exotic birds are also captured and kept as pets.  Both create environmental problems by taking the animals out of their habitat, decreasing the number of rare animals still living today.  I also expected monkeys to be jumping from tree to tree in the rainforest, but aside from the town Misahualli, there were no monkeys in the wild to be seen.  It was extremely shocking to me that it would be hard to see animals in the rainforest, especially when they are not used to the presence of humans like animals that I am used to.

Talking to our tour guides and through my own research prior to the trip, it became obvious to me that people do more damage to the world than we think.  For me, it is not as visible in the United States.  This is, however, probably because I am used to my way of life and what I see each day.  Rare species in the rainforest are dying out and becoming extinct because of things such as hunting for food or trade of feathers and fur.  The OCP Pipeline is just another issue at the forefront when it comes to animal extinction.  By building the OCP Pipeline, many rainforests were destroyed and contamination from toxic waste has become an issue affecting the environment.  Animals that are already on the verge of extinction are having their homes destroyed, all for the sake of economic advancements.  But are money and the economy really more important than maintaining the life that is still on Earth today?

The animals that I did expect to see running through the rainforest were only seen at the Animal Rehabilitation Center that we had visited.  Animals throughout all of Ecuador are brought to this rehabilitation center for a number of reasons all in attempt to help the animal grow so that it can be returned to the wild with a greater chance of survival.  There were toucans, ocelots, monkeys, and turtles, to name a few.  Some of the animals were found injured or taken from homes where they had become accustomed to human contact.  Seeing the large number of toucans present here was the most shocking for me.  After having walked through the rainforest and wondering why there were not a great number of exotic birds to be seen, I realized why after seeing the rehabilitation center.  It was very sad to see the animals I expected to see in the wild being contained in cages at a rehabilitation center because they no longer had the ability to live in the wild.

Urbanization is also an issue that comes along with things being developed such as the pipeline.  To run the pipeline and keep it in the best of shape, it is necessary to bring in more people to the country to help manage it.  With an increase in the amount of people, and also the need for more roadways to reach the pipeline, homes of animals and the natives never cease to be destroyed.  This, too, causes a decrease in the number of rare Ecuadorian species as well as causing the loss of many natives and their homes, especially in the rainforest.  

Seeing both primary and secondary rainforests first hand only helped me to better understand the damage humans can place on the world.  The primary rainforest was beautiful, with trees towering above any tree I had ever seen.  The tree trunks appeared to be 10-30 feet wide and looking up, the branches looked similar to the size of the trees that I am accustomed to seeing in the United States.  Occasionally, the sound of animals rustling through the leaves could be heard, and lemon ants were visible in almost every tree.  

Walking into a secondary rainforest, however, was an entirely different experience.  The rainforest looked similar to the woods I played in as a child.  With a lack of better words to explain the feeling, I was not impressed.  I wondered where the rainforest I saw on television was.  I do not remember seeing nearly as many plants and animals as present in the primary rainforest.  The differences in the size and appearance of the two types of rainforests in Ecuador were enough to prove to me that deforestation and economic development truly place a toll on the environment.  I know that the OCP Pipeline was only one of the many reasons the Ecuadorian rainforests had been destroyed, but the impact of people was very obvious.  The damage could be seen by driving on the many roads that once did not exist in the rainforest.  Open areas that probably once were incredible sites to see now possessed roads passing through the middle of them.  We were even given the opportunity to stand on a road built over the pipeline in the middle of the rainforest.

Ecuador is still facing economic difficulties, but remains working to rid itself from the debt and poverty that is present.  The government devised the pipeline plan as a means to bring the country out of debt and better the economy and way of living, but as the president explained it may not have been the best decision.  It brought in a greater amount of money to the country, with Ecuador being one of the top oil exporters in the world, but at the cost of losing many native species and deep rainforests.  I cannot say for certain whether or not the OCP Pipeline helped or hurt Ecuador the most in actuality, as it seems it may have done an equal amount of both.  For me, however, the benefits the pipeline had on the country do not add up to the amount of damage it placed on the country environmentally.  I think that in the world today, it is extremely necessary for more consideration to be taken when it comes to the environment and how people go about bringing in more money and increasing the economic state.

