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The  Oriente  

You can’t help but feel the rub of the first world chafing against the ancient in the Oriente, 
Ecuador’s Amazon Basin. Consider the Tagaeri and Taromenani, who refuse all contact with 
the modern world but inhabit the same forest where oil exploitation grows day by day. 
These worlds will one day meet. The Oriente is an intense place with clenching stakes for 
everyone involved. Its earliest inhabitants lobbed heads for it, and politicians, colonists, 
environmentalists, indigenous groups and big industry continue the battle today.

For visitors the pull is mega-biodiversity. Beyond the cloud forests of the eastern Andean 
foothills, it’s all rain forest, home to 50% of Ecuador’s mammals, 5% of the earth’s plant species 
and prolific bird life. Slip on your rubber boots to tread its forested hills, wetland marshes, big 
rivers and black-water lagoons. You’ll be sharing real estate with tapirs, manatees, freshwater 
dolphins, anacondas, caimans, monkeys, sloths, peccaries and seldom-seen jaguars.

 Equally fascinating is the human geography of the Oriente. The Achuar, Cofan, Huaorani, 
Quichua, Secoya, Shuar, Siona and Zaparo all call it home. These ancient cultures joined the 
20th century at rocket speed, when, in the 1960s, oil exploration threw roads and colonists 
into areas few explorers reached. Ecuador’s native population is a panorama as diverse and 
discordant as any modern population. Adaptation has not made their history or cultures any 
less interesting. 

 �  AVERAGE TEMPERATURE IN NUEVO �  RAINIEST MONTH IN NUEVO ROCAFUERTE:
     ROCAFUERTE: 10°C (50°F)     JULY

HIGHLIGHTS  

� Float the blackwater paradise of Reserva 
Producción Faunística Cuyabeno’s flooded 
forest ( p236 )

� Mountain bike the winding backroads of 
Gualaquiza ( p264 )

� Climb the lookout towers of a jungle lodge 
( p241  and  p253 ) in Upper and Lower Río Napo 
for dizzying views of the rain forest canopy

� Journey to the heart of Huaorani village 
( p238 ) life with a native guide 

� Ride the rolling rapids with some river rafting 
( p247 ) along the Río Jondachi

� Dance and feast at the Chonta festival in Shuar 
territory ( p260 )

� Dine on piping-hot maitos (fish grilled in palm 
leaves) in Coca ( p240 )
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Climate  
The Oriente loves rain and gets plenty of 
it from April to July, its wettest months. 
Afternoon and evening rains are com-
mon throughout the year. Rubber boots 
are essential raingear and provide protec-
tion against snake bites as well. The driest 
months are August and between December 
and March. In some areas lagoons will dry 
up, tumbling waterfalls turn into trickles 
and long distance canoe rides turn epic 
because the river runs that much slower. 
Small rivers may become impassable when 
water levels decrease. 

You’ll find a contrast between the swel-
tering flatlands (from the Coca area north 
toward Colombia and east to Peru) and 
cooler upland hills (around Tena, Misa-
huallí and Puyo). Damp jungle nights can 
feel downright chilly. Don’t forget a sweater, 
although you can probably leave the woolen 
poncho back in Otavalo!

Orientation  
The Río Pastaza divides the Oriente (popu-
lation: 433,013) into north and south. The 
northern Oriente is well connected with 
the capital and frequently visited. With a 
long day’s travel from Quito, you can reach 
Lago Agrio (the access point for Cuyabeno 
reserve); Coca (the access point for Parque 
Nacional Yasuní and jungle lodges on the 
lower Río Napo); the white-water rafting 
mecca of Tena; or the village of Misahuallí, 
departure point for jungle lodges on the 
upper Río Napo. If you’re short on time, 
the northern Oriente is your best bet for a 
quick introduction to Ecuador’s Amazon 
Basin.

The southern Oriente is the least visited 
part of Ecuador. It is more difficult to ex-
plore but tantalizing nonetheless; you can 
find guides for hire in Macas, or visit Ka-
pawi, Ecuador’s most isolated jungle lodge. 
The south has less oil drilling, yet mining 
and cattle ranching have taken a toll.

National Parks  
The impenetrable and remote   Parque Nacional 
Sumaco-Galeras has 205,249 hectares of high 
peaks and dense tropical forest where jaguars 
and tapirs run wild. One of the few ways in is 
a white-water trip, rafting the stunning Río 
Hollín. South of the Río Napo is   Parque Na-
cional Yasuní, a 9620-sq-km expanse of diverse 

wildlife (with 500 bird species), native popu-
lations, scientific stations and, astonishingly, 
oil exploration. Access is exclusively through 
tour operators. Further south,   Parque Nacional 
Sangay straddles highlands and Amazon 
Basin. Volcanoes Sangay, Tungurahua and 
El Altar sit within its 517,765 hectares. The 
peaks are best accessed via the highland side, 
but Macas is a good base for a strenuous hike 
to the upper lakes.

Visiting the Oriente  
If you had envisioned yourself running 
naked with the locals, you’re probably 
about 50 years too late. Ecuador’s rain 
forest is the most accessible of all Ama-
zon Basin countries. It’s easy to scratch 
its surface but takes some work to re-
search its dizzying options. Independent 
travel into the forest is locally discouraged 
and often impossible. The independently 
minded are better off hiring a reputable 
independent guide or opting for commu-
nity tourism. The easiest way to see the 
rain forest is by taking an organized tour 
(see the boxed text,  p230 ) or by staying at 
a jungle lodge. These trips will cut down 
the time you whittle away coordinating 
logistics and get you into the heart of the 
forest more quickly, where there’s a better – 
although never guaranteed – chance of see-
ing bigger mammals. 

 Jungle lodges are often exquisite settings 
with comfort, relaxation, excellent food 
and daily excursions into the forest. Many 
lodges have canopy towers, which substan-
tially aid bird-viewing, and they’re usually 
staffed by multilingual naturalist guides. 
For details on some of the best lodges, see 
 p241  and  p253 .

Those interested in ‘cultural tours’ should 
choose their guide or tour with extra care. 
While curanderos are generally healers who 
offer natural medicine, shamans are spir-
itual advisors whose work is informed by 
a complex system of beliefs that the visitor 
may not be privy to. It pays to do research 
on these cultures and traditions before div-
ing in. Some unscrupulous outfitters see 
ayahuasca or other psychotropics used rit-
ually in indigenous cultures, as a good-time 
replacement for cocktails or whatever, when 
in reality these illegal substances would best 
be regarded with respect and caution. For 
more information see  p251 .
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