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Abstract. In 2024, the decree of a state of internal armed conflict in Ecuador, 

under the presidency of Daniel Noboa, intensified the challenges for journalistic 

work, particularly in covering sensitive topics such as environmental crimes. This 

study analyzes the relevance of the environmental journalism course with a focus 

on environmental crimes, which lasted three months and trained journalists in 

areas such as environmental legislation, content production, and environmental 

crimes. A total of 20 scholarships were awarded for investigations in the Amazon 

region, whose results were published in national and community media.   

The analysis focuses on two main aspects: the importance of training and eco-

nomic incentives for journalists in conflict environments, and the impact of in-

ternational support on environmental investigations amid growing public interest 

in these issues. The results indicate that the course strengthened journalistic 

skills, enabled more in-depth coverage of environmental crimes, and contributed 

to the professional growth of participants. This study highlights the need for spe-

cialized training programs to improve the quality and scope of journalistic inves-

tigations in contexts of high environmental and social vulnerability. 

Keywords: Environmental journalism, environmental crimes, Amazon, journal-

istic investigation, Ecuador. 

1 Introduction 

On January 9, 2024, President Daniel Noboa declared a state of internal armed conflict 

in Ecuador for three main reasons: the presence of 22 criminal organizations classified 

as terrorist groups, the attack on TC Televisión, and the escape of criminal Adolfo Ma-

cías, alias 'Fito.' In Decree 111, it was established that "the mobilization and interven-

tion of the Armed Forces and National Police throughout the national territory will 

guarantee sovereignty and territorial integrity against transnational organized crime, 

terrorist organizations, and belligerent non-state actors" [1]. However, 2024 ended as 

the second most violent year in the country’s history. The Metropolitan Observatory of 

Citizen Security and Risk Management recorded 35 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants 

[2]. The rising wave of crime and the activity of criminal groups directly impacted  
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journalistic work, limiting journalists' ability to cover sensitive issues and exposing 

them to greater risks.   

The San Francisco de Quito university, with the support of WCS and USAID, de-

veloped a virtual training course on covering environmental crimes in the Amazon as 

part of the Together for Conservation project (Conservando Juntos in spanish) This 

course began on the same day as the attack on TC Televisión, further emphasizing the 

importance of protecting and supporting journalists. Following the training, 20 schol-

arships were awarded to journalists for investigative projects, which were later pub-

lished in the community and national media. Locally, two environmental journalism 

initiatives took place in Ecuador in 2024: CIESPAL held the Journalism with Environ-

mental Impact workshop in February, while Universidad de Los Hemisferios launched 

the Journalism for Conservation and Environmental Care program that same month. In 

2023, Youtopía awarded six scholarships to communicators from Amazon through the 

Amazon Vision program.   

These programs have become a survival tool for many journalists in Ecuador, given 

the country's current labor conditions. According to the National Institute of Statistics 

and Censuses (INEC), as of 2024, only 2,830,688 Ecuadorians had adequate employ-

ment out of the 13,309,288 citizens of working age [3]. This job insecurity also affects 

journalism, pushing journalists to seek international funding sources to support their 

investigations, particularly in the increasingly relevant field of environmental journal-

ism.   

Environmental crimes refer to illegal actions that directly harm the environment. 

These acts can cause severe damage to ecosystems, increase the likelihood of diseases, 

trigger ecological disasters, contaminate food sources, degrade biodiversity, reduce life 

expectancy, and raise disease rates among the population [4]. The 2008 Constitution of 

Ecuador recognizes nature as a subject of rights. According to Articles 71 and 83, the 

Ecuadorian state acknowledges nature's vital importance for society's existence and 

grants it legal rights. This recognition implies an obligation to respect and preserve 

nature to ensure a healthy environment, promote a sustainable development model, and 

safeguard natural resources for future generations [5].   

The training provided through the course allowed journalists to acquire in-depth 

knowledge of environmental crime regulations and classifications. It strengthened their 

journalistic skills, enhanced their investigative abilities, and offered them a sustainable 

and profitable path for covering environmental issues. At a time when environmental 

concerns hold a prominent place on the public agenda, the course aimed to highlight 

Ecuador’s environmental crisis and create better conditions for effectively addressing 

this critical issue. 

2 Materials and methods  

This study was based on a qualitative methodology, understood as an exploratory pro-

cess that seeks to interpret meanings and human relationships through participants' ex-

periences, recognizing that reality is socially constructed [6]. It focused on collecting 

and analyzing data from multiple sources to understand the impact of the environmental 
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journalism course on its participants and assess its effectiveness in promoting journal-

istic knowledge and skills related to environmental crimes. 

To achieve this, the research utilized several indicators, including an initial and final 

knowledge assessment of the participants, a course satisfaction survey, and a semi-

structured interview with the 20 selected scholarship recipients. This last method com-

bines a predefined set of questions with the flexibility to explore emerging aspects dur-

ing the interaction with the interviewee [7]. The questions used are detailed in the table 

1: 

Table 1. Semi-Structured Interview Questionnaire 

No. Question 

1 How useful did you find the topics covered in the virtual course? 

2 
How would you evaluate the tutoring received during the editorial

mentoring process? 

3 
What challenges or difficulties did you face during your research

process?  

4 
How was your experience dealing with media outlets for the publi-

cation of your investigation? 

5 
How do you apply the knowledge gained from the course in your 

current field of work? 

The course received significant interest, with approximately 1,000 applicants, of 

whom 250 were admitted. Out of these, 102 participants successfully completed the 

course, and 20 received financial incentive scholarships for journalistic investigations 

on environmental crimes in the Amazon. The scholarship recipients came from differ-

ent provinces across the country, ensuring a diverse and representative approach in the 

program's development. 

The course was structured into three phases. The first phase consisted of academic 

preparation, with classes held twice a week over a three-month period, from January to 

April 2024. This stage featured high-level speakers specializing in journalism, law, and 

environmental issues. The topics covered included the applicable legal framework, han-

dling specialized sources, investigating environmental crimes, digital security, and data 

analysis. These provided participants with essential tools for conducting investigations. 

The second phase focused on personalized mentoring (table 2). During this stage, 

participants submitted research proposals, which were then evaluated through a rigor-

ous review process. 

Table 2. Environmental journalism evaluation rubric 

Value over 100% Category 

10% Participation / Attendance 

10% Knowledge test   

20% Originality, quality of the topic 

10% Alignment with the project 
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20% Feasibility   

20% Sources found 

10% Complementarity and media reach 

The selection of participants focused on the relevance of the project, the clarity of 

the pitch (journalistic research proposal), the definition of sources, media reach, attend-

ance, and performance in tests. Applicants with scores between 91 and 100 presented 

proposals highly aligned with the course, with well-defined sources and a structured 

pitch. Those with 81 to 90 points showed coherence, although with some sources not 

fully defined. Between 71 and 80, the proposals were partially relevant, with shortcom-

ings in sources and structure, while those below 71 points did not meet the key criteria. 

The 20 selected fellows worked alongside their mentors for four months, refining 

their proposals and conducting in-depth research to gather key information. During this 

process, participants developed a research matrix detailing the hypothesis or main ob-

jective of their report, the potential impact of the story, and references to previous re-

search on the topic. They also established the estimated duration of the investigation, 

the expected publication date, and the testimonial, official, documentary, and data 

sources. Additionally, they identified potential obstacles and threats, assessed risks to 

their sources, and analyzed their own strengths and vulnerabilities. Finally, they defined 

safety protocols, the multimedia resources to be used, data analysis and visualization 

strategies, and the required information requests. 

The final phase concluded with the publication of the investigations conducted by 

the 20 fellows. These publications, disseminated in national and community media, ad-

dressed the four main themes of the project: wildlife trafficking, illegal logging and 

timber trade, illegal or unregulated fishing, and illegal or unregulated mining. This last 

stage allowed the participants' work to be showcased and raised public awareness about 

current environmental challenges. 

3 Results  

3.1 Evaluation and monitoring of fellows 

The methodology used in the evaluation of the participants' proposals was based on a 

systematic, quantitative numerical process over 100%, designed to ensure the relevance 

and quality of the submitted projects. Professors Tania Orbe and Eric Samson con-

ducted a review of each proposal, considering various fundamental criteria spanning 

from the pre-production phase to the quality of writing. This process was validated by 

the technical staff of the Wildlife Conservation Society in Ecuador, the donor organi-

zation of the course. 

The table 3 summarizes the percentages obtained by each participant in the evalua-

tion, providing a clear overview of how each proposal aligned with the course objec-

tives and highlighting the areas where participants excelled or needed improvement. 
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Table 3. Evaluation of fellows   

Topic* Media City Rating 

Mining in Alto Nangari-

tza   

Plan V Zamora 96.52 

Dolphin on the red list   El Comercio Quito 95.3 

Illegal wildlife traffick-

ing   

El Siglo Orellana 93.92 

Illegal mining   La Hora Santa Domingo 92.19 

Illegal deforestation   Radio                   San 
Antonio   

Zamora 91.91 

Animal exploitation in 

tourism   

Radio Irfeyal Latacunga 91.82 

Illegal mining   Periódico Opción Zamora 91.17 

Corroncho fish   Diario                       

El Amazónico 

Zamora 90.67 

Species trafficking   Periodismo Público Quito 89.91 

Illegal mining in Napo   Carchi Al Día Digital Ibarra 88.54 

Trafficking of Charapa 

turtles   

Indeciencia Quito 88.02 

Species trafficking on 

social media  

GalapaPost Colta 87.96 

Bushmeat trade   La Hora Quito 87.17 

Deforestation of the 

Llanganates-Sangay 

Ecological Corridor   

Revista Gestión Quito 86.8 

Commercialization of 

amazonian species   

Carchi Al Día digital Ibarra 86.62 

Jaguar in danger XYZ radio Quito 86.28 

*Each report included one of the publication links for each fellow. 

https://x.com/revistaPlanV/status/1841597940579566036?t=NDANcitM3qApffFez7s7JQ&s=19
https://x.com/revistaPlanV/status/1841597940579566036?t=NDANcitM3qApffFez7s7JQ&s=19
https://www.elcomercio.com/actualidad/ecuador/delfines-amazonicos-ecuador-peligro-critico-extincion-amazonia-lista-roja.html
https://prensaminera.org/trafico-ilegal-vida-silvestre-destruye-ecosistemas-amazonicos-ecuador/
https://prensaminera.org/trafico-ilegal-vida-silvestre-destruye-ecosistemas-amazonicos-ecuador/
https://www.lahora.com.ec/edicion-digital-pdf/ediciones-regionales/santo-domingo-05-agosto-2024/
https://bit.ly/4dhW2MF
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3hJV6GIOunyEu8QAmt4DCy?si=YMMqS5FURwml61BaOzA7ug%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20Link%20acortado:%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20https://lc.cx/gHyFE-
https://open.spotify.com/episode/3hJV6GIOunyEu8QAmt4DCy?si=YMMqS5FURwml61BaOzA7ug%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20Link%20acortado:%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20%20https://lc.cx/gHyFE-
https://periodicoopcion.com/en-la-boca-del-extractivismo-mineria-mujeres-y-la-lucha-por-la-vida/
https://www.facebook.com/share/v/NpgyJBVKRSvkQ71g/
https://periodismopublicoec.com/2024/08/16/ecuador-la-guerra-contra-el-trafico-de-insectos-se-pierde/
https://lc.cx/6Bu5Ho
https://www.instagram.com/p/C_JxXUBvCMn/?img_index=1
https://www.instagram.com/p/C_JxXUBvCMn/?img_index=1
https://galapapost.org/2024/09/16/los-animales-exoticos-del-ecuador-no-estan-a-la-venta/
https://galapapost.org/2024/09/16/los-animales-exoticos-del-ecuador-no-estan-a-la-venta/
https://bit.ly/4fKouIL
https://n9.cl/wtzev.
https://n9.cl/wtzev.
https://n9.cl/wtzev.
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=465603082888636&id=100083168450313&mibextid=xfxF2i&rdid=dp5fON5sdPlHwPK3
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=465603082888636&id=100083168450313&mibextid=xfxF2i&rdid=dp5fON5sdPlHwPK3
https://bit.ly/4fEs1Ii
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The topics developed in the course primarily addressed illegal wildlife trafficking 

and illegal mining in Ecuador. Their impact on Amazonian biodiversity was high-

lighted, with species such as jaguars, monkeys, birds, turtles, and geckos being captured 

for illegal trade, often destined for international markets. The use of social media for 

clandestine sales and the role of tourism in animal exploitation were also emphasized. 

Additionally, the trafficking of insects, a growing crime due to high demand and lack 

of regulation, was analyzed. The link between poverty and the persistence of this crime, 

despite legal prohibitions, was also identified. 

On the other hand, illegal mining was addressed in terms of its environmental and 

social impact. The contamination of rivers in Napo and Nangaritza by heavy metals, 

which affects fish farming and human health, was documented. Conflicts between com-

munities and mining companies, particularly in the Mayo-Chinchipe River basin, where 

women bear the greatest consequences, were also explored. Additionally, deforestation 

driven by economic interests and corruption, as well as the illegal timber trade linked 

to document forgery, were highlighted. Finally, the importance of conserving the 

Llanganates-Sangay Ecological Corridor, a key area threatened by agricultural expan-

sion and logging, was underscored. 

Various proposals focused on serious environmental issues, such as water and air 

pollution, were presented. However, since these are not considered environmental 

crimes, they were discarded. 

Of the 20 fellows selected and awarded a grant with financial incentives to carry out 

their investigations, only 18 managed to complete the entire process and publish their 

work in various media outlets across the country. 

This course brought together participants from diverse regions of the country. How-

ever, the research topics had to focus exclusively on the Amazon region, as the course 

was conducted within the framework of the Together For Conservation Project, (Pro-

eycto Conservando Juntos in spanish) project, an initiative aimed at leading efforts in 

biodiversity conservation and the prevention of environmental crimes in the Amazon 

of Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru. This condition posed a challenge for some 

fellows, especially those in remote or hard-to-access areas. 

Unfortunately, the two fellows who did not complete their investigations abandoned 

the process without providing solid justification. 

One of the main challenges faced by several participants was related to traveling to 

research areas. Between June and August 2024, the National Secretariat for Risk Man-

agement recorded 189 adverse events in 20 provinces of the country, affecting 55 can-

tons and 121 parishes due to heavy rains. The most recurrent events during this period 

were landslides, floods, sinkholes, and mudflows. The provinces with the greatest im-

pact on the population were Esmeraldas, Tungurahua, Chimborazo, Pastaza, Cotopaxi, 

Morona Santiago, and Napo. These emergencies resulted in 19 deaths, 31 injuries, and 

affected a total of 7,568 citizens, in addition to causing damage to multiple infrastruc-

tures nationwide [8]. 

Due to these weather conditions, participants were forced to reschedule some of their 

trips, delay their field production processes, or wait for safer conditions during the rainy 

season to travel. Constant landslides led to road closures and limited access to the study 

areas. 
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Another challenge faced during the course was the diversity of professional back-

grounds among the participants. Due to the broad call for applications, many of the 

fellows did not have academic training in journalism, as the program also attracted in-

dividuals from other fields, such as biology. These participants lacked prior preparation 

in the fundamentals of journalism, so the instructors had to train them in the basic as-

pects of conducting a journalistic investigation. 

Additionally, some of the fellows with a journalism background encountered diffi-

culties due to the stance of their media outlets. In certain cases, the media decided not 

to publish investigations due to the risks associated with covering environmental 

crimes. "Of the five media outlets I presented the proposal to, only two responded, and 

only one published the report. It seems that the visibility of environmental conflicts 

related to mining remains a topic that generates significant fear in public opinion," 

stated Enith Flores, a fellow of the course, stated one of the scholarship recipients. This 

situation posed an obstacle to the dissemination of the findings, leading participants to 

seek alternative avenues to share their work. 

3.2 Analysis of Semi-Structured Interviews with Fellows 

An email interview was conducted with the 20 scholarship recipients who participated 

in the program, of whom only 8 responded. This collection of testimonies took place 

after the course had concluded, in a context marked by increasing violence in the coun-

try (table 4). Therefore, the scholarship recipients were not required to participate in 

this phase of the study and were informed that the information would be used solely for 

academic purposes. It is worth noting that one of the authors of this article was also a 

scholarship recipient; although her insights are included in the analysis, they were not 

considered a formal interview within the study. 

Below are the findings obtained from the semi-structured interviews conducted with 

seven fellows of the course. 

Table 4. Semi-Structured Interview with Fellows 

Category Variables Number of 

responses 

Examples of responses* 

Very useful 6 “Very useful knowledge that allows 
for intermediate development in jour-

nalistic practice”. 

Usefulness of 

the Course 
Useful 1 “All topics are useful, providing 

novel information, alternative view-
points, and the opportunity to 'com-

pare' ways of doing journalism” 

Not useful 0 - 

Evaluation of 

Mentorships 

High quality  5 “They were of high quality with a 
clear focus on solving issues”. 



“They were accurate, although I sug-
gest that mentorships apply criteria 

for co-, hetero-, and self-evaluation". 

- 

54             T. O. Martínez and N. T. Calderón

Adequate, but 
with suggestions 

for improvement 

2 

0 Not useful  

Difficulty access-

ing sources 

4 “Information sources are difficult to 

approach and are not very cooperative 

in providing information”. 

Challenges in 

Research 

Risk conditions 2 “The biggest challenge was the risk 

conditions linked to illegal mining 

topics”. 

Lack of statistical 

information 

1 “The lack of reliable statistical infor-

mation”. 

Experience 

with Media 

Good openness 
and collaboration 

6 “In digital media, there was openness. 
In my case, it was published in 12 

outlets”. 

Limitations in 

publication 

1 “The proposal to highlight environ-

mental conflicts still generates fear in 

public opinion”. 

*The original quotes are in Spanish; the authors' own translations are reflected here. 

3.3 Analysis of participant evaluation of the course 

In the surveys conducted at the end of the course, the perceptions of 71 participants 

regarding the program's impact on their knowledge and skills were collected. The re-

sults reveal a positive evaluation of the course in various key areas.  

Regarding knowledge about environmental crimes, 42% of the participants (30 peo-

ple) considered that their level of understanding increased to a "very high" degree, 

while 41% (29 people) rated it as "high." Only 11% (8 people) reported a "medium" 

increase, 1% (1 person) considered it "low," and 4% (3 people) indicated that their 

knowledge increased "almost nothing." These data show that 83% of the participants 

perceived a significant increase in their knowledge of environmental crimes, suggesting 

that the course was highly effective in this area. 

Concerning the improvement of skills for conducting journalistic investigations, 

28% of the respondents (20 people) considered their improvement to be "very high," 

while 46% (33 people) rated it as "high." A total of 15% (11 people) reported a "me-

dium" improvement, 7% (5 people) considered it "low," and 3% (2 people) indicated 

that their improvement was "almost negligible." Overall, 74% of the participants per-

ceived a notable increase in their investigative skills, indicating that the course was 

effective in strengthening this key competency for environmental journalism. 
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Regarding knowledge about storytelling and mobile journalism, 27% of the partici-

pants (19 people) reported a "very high" increase, while 44% (31 people) rated it as 

"high." A total of 20% (14 people) considered their improvement to be "medium," 6% 

(4 people) rated it as "low," and 4% (3 people) indicated that their knowledge increased 

"almost nothing." These results show that 71% of the participants perceived a signifi-

cant improvement in this area, highlighting the relevance of the course in updating jour-

nalists' narrative and technological skills. 

Finally, regarding knowledge about how to create a good journalistic pitch, 34% of 

the respondents (24 people) considered their improvement to be "very high," while 42% 

(30 people) rated it as "high." A total of 15% (11 people) reported a "medium" improve-

ment, 6% (4 people) considered it "low," and 3% (2 people) indicated that their 

knowledge increased "almost nothing." In total, 76% of the participants perceived a 

notable increase in their ability to develop effective pitches, underscoring the course's 

usefulness in enhancing this essential skill in the journalistic field. 

The survey results demonstrate that the course had a positive impact on most partic-

ipants. These findings reflect the program's effectiveness in strengthening journalists' 

competencies in environmental and narrative topics, contributing to their professional 

development and the impact of their work in the region. 

4 Conclusions and Discussion 

Environmental journalism faces significant challenges, not only in terms of investiga-

tion but also in the job stability of those who practice it. The precariousness of the sector 

has led many journalists to seek alternative income sources through courses like this 

one. However, the remuneration remains insufficient: four months of work for $800 

does not provide professional stability. The reality is that media outlets in Ecuador can-

not sustain permanent contracts, forcing many journalists to turn to freelance work—

not by choice, but out of necessity. 

This course also highlighted the importance of creating programs that combine jour-

nalism with scientific professions. Collaboration between social and exact sciences en-

ables the formation of stronger teams, where scientists and journalists can merge their 

areas of expertise to produce higher-quality content. 

Another crucial aspect addressed during the development of the program was the 

safety of those investigating environmental crimes. One of the scholarship recipients 

noted that “the interviewees were afraid of being exposed to any risk, and the areas 

visited were difficult to access; it was necessary to be accompanied for security rea-

sons.” This concern is well-founded, as drug trafficking and illegal mining represent 

real threats in Amazonian territories. Added to this is the alarming rise in crimes against 

journalists in Ecuador. According to Reporters Without Borders, in 2024, in the world, 

there were 54 journalists killed, 550 imprisoned, 55 kidnapped, and 95 missing [9]. 

Ecuador ranks 110th in the World Press Freedom Index. Furthermore, that same year, 

in the country, Fundamedios documented 194 aggressions, 29 threats, 18 cases of cen-

sorship, 14 physical attacks, and 8 journalists forced into exile [10]. 
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Lastly, working in a coordinated manner among academia, civil society, NGOs, 

businesses, and the state would be the ideal scenario. However, this course demon-

strated the difficulties that still exist, particularly in accessing public information. The 

lack of timely responses from the Ministry of Environment, Water, and Ecological 

Transition (MAATE) complicated the timelines for journalistic production. "The lack 

of governmental information sources and limited evidence shifted the main focus," 

stated one of the scholarship recipients. 

Although this course was supported by MAATE, it took three months to deliver the 

information required by the fellows for each report. 

Environmental journalism requires dignified working conditions, access to infor-

mation, and adequate safety protocols. Only then can it effectively fulfill its role of 

exposing environmental problems and their social implications.  
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