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The Mineral indusTry of ecuador

By Susan Wacaster

In 2013, significant activities in Ecuador’s mineral sector 
included amendments to the Mining Law (Ley de Minería) of 
2009 and the announcement by Kinross Gold Corp. of Canada 
that it was pulling out of its Fruta del Norte (FDN) project. 
At yearend 2012, FDN was estimated to contain more than 
200,000 kilograms (kg) of gold and 280,000 kg of silver in 
proven and probable reserves.

Minerals in the National Economy

Provisional data from the Central Bank of Ecuador indicated 
that the portion of the real gross domestic product (GDP) 
(using 2007 as the base year) contributed by the production of 
natural gas, petroleum, and related services in 2013 increased 
to $6.5 billion, or by 7.5% compared with that of 2012, and 
accounted for about 9.7% of the GDP compared with 9.9% in 
2012. The portion contributed by the production of petroleum 
refinery products decreased to $661 million in 2013, or by 26% 
compared with that of 2012. The value of production from 
mines and quarries, the fabrication of unspecified nonmetallic 
mineral products, and the fabrication of base-metal products and 
products derived from metal increased by 11.8% compared with 
that of 2012 to $1.5 billion and accounted for 2.2% of the GDP 
compared with a revised 2.1% in 2012. In nominal terms, the 
value of the production of natural gas, petroleum, and related 
services in 2013 was $11.9 billion; that of production from 
mines and quarries, the fabrication of unspecified nonmetallic 
mineral products, and the fabrication of base-metal products and 
products derived from metal was $1.8 billion; and that of the 
output of petroleum refinery products was $281 million (Banco 
Central del Ecuador, 2014a).

The value of mineral exports in 2013 (including the value 
of exports of copper, gold, lead, and silver concentrates; crude 
petroleum; and other unspecified minerals) was $19.8 billion, 
which accounted for 67.1% of total exports (66.6% of which 
was accounted for by crude petroleum) compared with 
$18.2 billion in 2012. Imports of unspecified mineral products 
accounted for 24% of total imports, or $6.4 billion compared 
with a revised $5.7 billion in 2012. The value of imported base 
metals and articles thereof increased by 10.6% to $2.2 billion. 
The value of imported articles of asbestos, cement, ceramic 
products, glass and glassware, mica or similar materials, stone, 
and plaster increased by 2.1% to $313 million (Banco Central 
del Ecuador, 2014a).

Ecuador received less foreign direct investment (FDI) 
per capita in 2013 than any other country in Latin America. 
FDI directed towards mines and quarries in Ecuador has 
fluctuated greatly since the early 2000s, owing primarily to 
legislative, political, and regulatory actions by the Ecuadorian 
Government. Between 2004 and 2011, the sector encountered 
annual disinvestment of as great as $116.6 million (in 2006) 
and annual investment of as low as $5.8 million (in 2009). 

In 2011, FDI inflows to the mining and quarrying sector reached 
$379.2 million, which hadn’t been achieved since 2004. In 2013, 
the total amount of FDI directed towards mines and quarries was 
$252.9 million compared with $224.9 million in 2012, which 
was an increase of 12.4% (Economist, The, 2013; Banco Central 
del Ecuador, 2014a).

Government Policies and Programs

The mining law that went into effect in 1991 (Law 126) 
originally incorporated the concepts of state ownership of 
mineral deposits and mines as well as Government regulation 
of mining activities. Those policies and subsequent reforms 
continued to be developed into the 2000s. By 2008, the 
administration had put in place a moratorium on metal 
mining, revoked thousands of concessions, rewrote the 
country’s Constitution and Mining Law, and reorganized the 
administrative agencies of the mineral sector. Those major 
changes had the effect of decreasing FDI in the mineral sector, 
as the reforms included large windfall profit taxes and no 
ceiling on mining royalties. Ecuador’s current mining law, the 
Mining Law, was issued in 2009 and amended in 2013. The 
new Mining Law places no limits on the number of mining 
concessions that an entity can hold, grants renewable 25-year 
term limits on concessions, and requires concise timelines for 
project exploration and development (because many of the 
former mining concessions had been held speculatively for years 
without any development work being completed).

Prior to 2013, the Mining Law had classified mining 
operations as either small scale or large scale. Those operations 
that produced less than 300 metric tons per day (t/d) of mined 
material on an individual concession were categorized as small 
scale and were required to pay a fixed royalty of 3%. Operations 
that produced more than 300 t/d were classified as being large 
scale and were required to enter into an exploitation contract 
with the Government that set out specific terms and conditions 
of the particular operation, including the royalty (of not less 
than 5%) and the application of a windfall tax. Amendments to 
the Mining Law in 2013 included a classification for medium-
scale mining operations. The medium-scale operations are 
underground operations that produce less than 1,000 t/d, open 
pit operations that produce less than 2,000 t/d, and alluvial 
operations that produce less than 3,000 t/d (Dynasty Metals & 
Mining Inc., 2011, p. 1–2; 2012; Bourke, 2014).

Production

Gold production was estimated to have decreased by about 
18% in 2013 to 2,800 kg. The continued decrease in gold 
production reflects the overall decrease in the country’s mining 
activities owing to changes in mining legislation. Data on 
mineral production are in table 1.
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Structure of the Mineral Industry

Table 2 is a list of major mineral industry facilities.

Mineral Trade

Ecuador was a member of the World Trade Organization; 
a partner in the Comunidad Andina (Andean Community, 
also known as CAN), which is a customs union composed of 
member countries Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru (and 
associate countries Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Paraguay, and 
Uruguay); and an associate member of the Mercado Común del 
Sur (Southern Common Market, also known as MERCOSUR), 
which is a trade block composed of Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela. In 2013, Ecuador exported 
about 140 million barrels (Mbbl) of crude petroleum valued at 
$13.4 billion compared with 130 Mbbl valued at $12.7 billion 
in 2012, which indicated a 2% decrease in the price per barrel 
received in 2013. The United States was the leading recipient of 
petroleum from Ecuador, having imported 88.1 Mbbl valued at 
$8.4 billion. Chile and Peru were the second- and third-ranked 
importers of Ecuadorian petroleum, having received 21.8 Mbbl 
valued at $2.1 billion and 15.2 Mbbl valued at $1.5 billion, 
respectively. In terms of value, the United States, Chile, and 
Peru accounted for 89.6% of Ecuador’s crude oil exports. 
Based on the reported totals for volume and value of exports, 
it appeared that Chile and Peru paid 3.5% more per barrel of 
Ecuadorian petroleum than did the United States (Banco Central 
del Ecuador, 2014b).

The total amount of petroleum products that were exported 
was about 69.7 Mbbl compared with 71.6 Mbbl in 2012. In 2013, 
19,505 metric tons (t) of gold and silver concentrate, 10,376 t of 
lead and copper concentrate, and 110,384 t of other unspecified 
minerals were exported compared with 14,601 t of gold and silver 
concentrate, 7,163 t of copper and lead concentrate, and 35,460 t 
of other unspecified minerals in 2012. The country imported about 
6.7 million metric tons (Mt) of unspecified mineral products; 
1.3 Mt of unspecified base-metals and manufactured base-metal 
products; 461,600 t of asbestos, cement, ceramic products, glass 
and glass products, mica, and stone products; and about 1,600 t 
of natural and (or) cultivated pearls, precious and semiprecious 
gemstones, precious metals, and precious-metal products. In 
terms of the value of all exports from Ecuador, the United States 
was Ecuador’s leading trade partner followed by Peru and Chile 
(Banco Central del Ecuador, 2014a, b).

Commodity Review

Metals

Gold.—In June 2013, Kinross Gold Corp. of Canada reported 
that it would not continue to negotiate agreements with the 
Ecuadorian Government for the FDN gold and silver project. 
When the most recent economic evaluation phase of the project 
expired on August 1, ownership of La Zarza concession, which 
contains the entire FDN mineral resource, reverted back to the 
Government. Kinross reported that it was unable to renegotiate 
the 70% windfall profits tax or extend the company’s current 

licenses beyond August 1. Chile’s Corporación Nacional 
del Cobre (CODELCO) was considered a likely partner for 
the Government to proceed with construction of the project 
(Jamasmie, 2014).

Mineral Fuels and Related Materials

Natural Gas.—In 2013, Ecuador’s natural gas reserve 
estimate was 6 billion cubic meters, which was the same as in 
2012. Natural gas reserve estimates had decreased steadily from 
1990 to 1999, when reserves were estimated to be 111 billion 
cubic meters, and then decreased significantly in 1999 to 
29 billion cubic meters. By 2007, the estimate had decreased 
to 8 billion cubic meters. Marketed production of natural gas, 
which includes gross withdrawals from reservoirs less the 
quantities used for reservoir repressuring and the quantities 
vented or flared (Ecuador flared about one-half of the gross total 
volume of natural gas extracted) was 515 million cubic meters 
in 2013 compared with 517 million cubic meters in 2012. The 
country reported zero natural gas exports in 2013 (Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, 2013, p. 11, 33; 2014, 
p. 8, 32).

Petroleum.—In 2013, Ecuador produced about 192 Mbbl of 
petroleum, which accounted for just 0.7% of the world’s total 
production for the year but was a 4.2% increase compared with 
the country’s production in 2012. In 2013, petroleum output 
from public companies, which had increased every year since 
2005, reached 145 Mbbl compared with 134 Mbbl in 2012. 
Alternatively, production from private companies had decreased 
every year since 2005 and totaled 47 Mbbl in 2013 compared 
with 51 Mbbl in 2012. Ecuador’s crude oil reserve was 
8.8 billion barrels (Gbbl) in 2013 compared with 8.2 Gbbl in 
2012. Petroleum reserve estimates had been steadily increasing 
since 1990 when the reserve was estimated to be 1.4 Gbbl, 
followed by a significant increase in 1992 to 3.2 Gbbl. The 
country’s cumulative petroleum production since 1960 up to 
and including 2013 was 5.2 Gbbl (Banco Central del Ecuador, 
2014a, b; Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, 
2014, p. 8).

Refinery Products.—Ecuador’s production of refinery 
products in 2013 decreased by 2.5% to 69.7 Mbbl compared 
with that of 2012. The decrease in production was despite a 
reported increase of 1.3% in refinery capacity to 190,800 barrels 
per day (Banco Central del Ecuador, 2014a; Organization of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries, 2014, p. 36).

Outlook

The value derived from the mineral industry of Ecuador 
is expected to remain about the same in 2014 as in 2013, but 
inward FDI to the mineral sector is expected to increase in the 
next 4 years owing to the recent amendments to the mining 
code. At the beginning of 2014, the amount of royalties and 
taxes that would be applied to the medium-scale miners had not 
been finalized, but there were reports that new regulations might 
include a 4% royalty on gold and gold byproducts, unspecified 
value-added taxes, and between 5% and 10% profit-sharing 
taxes (Bourke, 2014).
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2009 2010 2011 2012 2013e

Gold, mine output, Au content kilograms 5,392 4,593 4,149 3,413 r 2,800
Silver, mine output, Ag content do. 116 1,169 1,398 1,100 500
Steel, crude 259,000 372,000 525,000 536,000 562,000

Carbon dioxide (CO2) kilograms 183 126 512 500 500
Cement, hydraulic thousand metric tons 5,310 5,280 5,700 6,025 6,600
Clays, unspecified 1,306 1,456 1,511 1,500 1,500
Feldspar 111,985 156,888 83,481 85,000 90,000
Limestone thousand metric tons 4,957 3,862 4,638 4,500 4,700
Sand 6,190 5,568 27,061 30,000 32,000

Gas, natural, marketed million cubic meters 300 r 330 r 240 r 517 r 515
Liquefied natural gase thousand 42-gallon barrels 300 300 300 267 3 300
Petroleum:3

Crude do. 177,620 177,374 185,800 184,315 192,000
Refinery products:

Diesel fuel do. 13,185 11,064 15,630 12,215 10,897 3

Distillate fuel oil4 do. 8,595 8,472 9,918 9,048 8,718 3

Residual fuel oil5 do. 10,159 9,447 10,754 8,238 6,784 3

Gasoline6 do. 14,190 12,486 15,416 17,133 18,619 3

Gasoline7 do. 4,396 4,704 4,875 5,638 5,213 3

Liquefied petroleum gas do. 3,036 2,004 3,046 2,674 2,604 3

Other do. 26,425 12,954 13,002 16,704 16,843 3

Total do. 79,985 61,132 72,639 71,469 69,678 3

7Octane rating 92.

 and sulfur, but available information is inadequate to make reliable estimates of output. 
3Reported figure.
4Reported as Fuel Oil #4.
5Reported as Fuel Oil #6.
6Octane rating 87.

2In addition to the commodities listed, some additional construction materials are produced, including copper, gravel, kaolin, lead, marble, pumice, pozzolan,

TABLE 1
ECUADOR: PRODUCTION OF MINERAL COMMODITIES1

(Metric tons unless otherwise specified)

Commodity2

METALS

INDUSTRIAL MINERALS

MINERAL FUELS AND RELATED MATERIALS

eEstimated; estimated data are rounded to no more than three significant digits; may not add to totals shown.  rRevised.  do. Ditto. 
1Table includes data available through October 10, 2014. 
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Major operating companies Annual
 and major equity owners  Location of main facilities  capacitye

Cement Holcim Ecuador S.A. (Holcim Ltd., 92.1%, and Cerro Blanco plant, Guayaquil, Guayas Province, 5,500
other private, 7.9%) and San Rafael grinding plant, Latacunga, 

Cotopaxi Province
Do. Lafarge Cementos S.A. Cement plant near capital city of Quito, 1,600

Pichincha Province
Do. Unión Cementera Nacional UCEM C.E.M. Kriobamba, Chimborazo Province 1,000
Do. Industrial Guapan S.A. Agozes, Canar Province 600

Gold kilograms Dynasty Metals and Mining Inc., 100% Zaruma gold mine in El Oro Province 2,200
Natural gas million cubic meters Petroamazonas EP Amistad field, Gulf of Guayaquil 500
Petroleum:

Crude thousand Empresa Publica de Hidrocarburos del Ecuador About 26 active fields, led by Sacha, Sucumbios 200
42-gallon barrels (EP Petroecuador) (Government, 100%) Province, and Shushufindi, Napo Province

Do. do. Petroamazonas EP (Government, 100%) About 85 active fields led by fields in the Amazon 105
basin with operations in Orellana, Sucumbios,
Napo, and Guayas Provinces

Do. do. Operaciones Rio Napo (EP Petroecuador and Sacha oilfield 21
Petroleos de Venezuela S.A.)

Refinery products thousand 42-gallon Empresa Publica de Hidrocarburos del Ecuador Esmeraldas refinery, Esmeraldas Province 110
 barrels per day (EP Petroecuador) (Government, 100%)

Do. do. do. La Libertad refinery, Santa Elena Province 45
Do. do. do. Shushufindi Industrial Complex 20
Do. do. do. Sucumbios refinery 2
Do. do. Andes Petroleum Ecuador Ltd. do. 4

Commodity

eEstimated; estimated data are rounded to no more than three significant digits.  Do., do. Ditto.

TABLE 2
ECUADOR: STRUCTURE OF THE MINERAL INDUSTRY IN 2013

(Thousand metric tons unless otherwise specified)


