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Abstract 
This thesis examines the contested politics of water surrounding the Maguazo Project in 
Chimborazo, Ecuador. Designed to supply the city of Riobamba with drinking water, the project 
ƖĲĬŔƖĲĦƣƚШŉũŸƽƚШŉƖŸůШÂƨŰŊċũČќƚШ~ċŊƨċǍŸШÅŔƻĲƖ to the city of Riobamba, a move that has fuelled 
conflict with  upstream campesino communities who partly depend on the Maguazo water. Using 
ƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũШ ĲĦŸũŸŊǃЯШ ƣőĲШ ĦŸŰĦĲƓƣШ ŸŉШ őǃĬƖŸƚŸĦŔċũШ ƣĲƖƖŔƣŸƖŔĲƚЯШ ċŰĬШ [ŸƨĦċƨũƣќƚШ ŰŸƣŔŸŰƚШ Ÿn 
governmentality and counter-conduct, this thesis explores how a state-led, urban-centric, 
technocratic hydraulic intervention attempts to consolidate water control, while upstream 
actors resist, negotiate, or accommodate. Based on 21 in-depth interviews, participant 
observation, and an experimental musical collaboration, the research highlights how neoliberal 
logics complement older forms of water governance, fragment resistance, and marginalize 
alternative visions of water. Yet, community responses - ranging from organized protest to subtle 
acts of accommodation - also reveal cracks where counter-conducts emerge, challenging 
dominant orders. The Maguazo case shows how hydrosocial arrangements are never fixed but 
constantly renegotiated, revealing the struggle for recognition of Andean highland rural 
communities in countering dominant urban-centric water governance. 

Keywords : Hydrosocial territories; Governmentality; Political Ecology; Water Governance; 
Resistance and accommodation. 

Resumen 
Esta tesis examina la política disputada del agua en torno al Proyecto Maguazo en Chimborazo, 
Ecuador. Diseñado para abastecer de agua potable a la ciudad de Riobamba, el proyecto desvía 
caudales del río Maguazo en Pungalá, lo que ha generado conflictos con comunidades 
campesinas aguas arriba que dependen parcialmente de dicho río. A partir de la ecología 
política, el concepto de territorios hidrosociales y las nociones foucaultianas de 
gubernamentalidad y contraconducta, la investigación analiza cómo una intervención hidráulica 
estatal, urbano-céntrica y tecnocrática intenta consolidar el control del agua, mientras que los 
actores aguas arriba resisten, negocian o se acomodan. 

Basada en 21 entrevistas, trabajo de campo y una colaboración experimental a través de la 
música, la investigación muestra cómo las lógicas neoliberales y disciplinarias complementan 
formas más antiguas de gobernanza del agua, fragmentan la resistencia y marginan visiones 
alternativas. Sin embargo, las respuestas comunitarias - desde la protesta organizada hasta 
sutiles actos de acomodación - también revelan fisuras donde emergen contraconductas que 
desafían órdenes dominantes. El caso del Maguazo demuestra que los arreglos hidrosociales 
nunca son fijos, sino que se renegocian constantemente, revelando la lucha por el 
reconocimiento de las comunidades rurales andinas de altura frente a una gobernanza del agua 
urbano-céntrica. 

Palabras claves : Territorios hidrosociales; Gubernamentalidad; Ecología política; Gobernanza 
del agua; Resistencia y acomodación. 
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Positionality 
My name is Gijs Bauer, and I grew up in Limburg, in the South of the Netherlands. Limburg is a 
unique region, distinct from the rest of the country in both its hilly topography and its history of 
foreign occupations, which have left their mark on its architecture and its people. Limburg also 
has a history of exploitation by the Dutch state: the discovery of coal led to rapid industrial 
ĬĲƻĲũŸƓůĲŰƣЯШĤƨƣШƽőĲŰШŊċƚШƽċƚШũċƣĲƖШŉŸƨŰĬШŔŰШ]ƖŸŰŔŰŊĲŰЯШƣőĲШ?ƨƣĦőШƚƣċƣĲШċĤċŰĬŸŰĲĬШxŔůĤƨƖŊќƚШ
industry, leading to widespread unemployment and social decline. Growing up, I internalized a 
negative perception of Limburg - as backwards, provincial, and lagging behind the rest of the 
country. In the national media, Limburg rarely appears, and when it does, it is seldom 
represented as modern or progressive. Like many young people from the province, I left in search 
of the ћmodernityќ and ћcivilizednessќ that I perceived to exist elsewhere but not at home. What I 
did not realize then was that I myself was being shaped by a subtle process of subjectification: 
absorbing truths that deemed Limburg as ћless than,ќ and by extension, shaping how I saw 
myself. 

My first far trip abroad was to Togo at age 17, and it was also where I first encountered extreme 
poverty. This experience ignited a naive but deep sense of injustice along with an itching curiosity 
to understand the world, explore it, and make a difference. fШĲŰƖŸũũĲĬШŔŰШċШĤċĦőĲũŸƖќƚШƓƖŸŊƖċůШŔŰШ
International Land and Water Management at Wageningen University and conducted thesis 
research in Rwanda, which was another turning point in my academic and personal 
development. I realized that I had been conducting research on people rather than with them. 
This experience forced me to reflect on my role as a foreign researcher and mentally connected 
environmental justice to social justice. It also made me increasingly aware of the limitations of 
the Western dominant way of thinking. I extended my studies to explore African philosophy, 
which opened my eyes to concepts like Eurocentrism and foreign philosophies. Then, as I started 
the same master programme, my approach to research shifted further. I became increasingly 
drawn to social science courses like Gender and Natural Resource Management and Political 
Ecology of Water, which challenged positivist research. 

Political ecology gave me the tools to nuance my thinking and appreciate the complexity of the 
world. It taught me that science is an inherently political process of knowledge production. While 
I do not deny that the scientific method has driven unprecedented worldly development, I 
question the claim that it produces universal Truths. My own experiences have shown me that 
science, when presented as neutral and objective, can also do harm. This became clearer to me 
as I connected science to the wider structures of capitalism. Coming from an upper middle-class 
family, I have benefited from the privileges this system upholds, but I have also seen how many 
humans and non-humans are exploited. Places like Togo, West Papua, Rwanda or Ecuador have 
revealed to me the ћother side of capitalismќаШƣőĲШĲǂƣĲƖŰċũŔƣŔĲƚШƣőċƣШċƖĲШŰŸƣШŔŰĦŸƖƓŸƖċƣĲĬШŔŰƣŸШ
economics. 

EƚƓĲĦŔċũũǃШĬƨƖŔŰŊШůǃШůċƚƣĲƖќƚШĬĲŊƖĲĲЯШŸŰĦĲШĦċũũĲĬШћColonial Agriculture,ќШI came to recognize 
how these dynamics are mirrored in academic practice itself. Even when not explicit, I saw how 
neo-colonial patterns present themselves subtly within course material, foreign exchanges, and 
research. The article An Open Letter to a Young Researcher by Adams (1986) exemplifies this 
ƓĲƖŉĲĦƣũǃаШŔƣШƚőŸƽƚШőŸƽШƚĦŔĲŰĦĲШĦċŰШĤĲШĦŸũŸŰŔċũЯШĲǂƣƖċĦƣŔƻĲЯШċŰĬШŔŰƻċƚŔƻĲШƣŸШƓĲŸƓũĲќƚШũŔƻĲƚЯШĲƻĲŰШ
when carried out with the best intentions. 
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I carry a lifetime of experiences, ideologies, and beliefs that shape my perspective and 
intentions. Looking back, I can now see how my trajectory has always been influenced by my 
origins in Limburg. For years, I thought my commitment to justice only came from the experiences 
I had abroad. Yet through this thesis, I have also come to recognize how the narratives 
surrounding Limburg у as a province left behind after the closure of its mines, marked by stigma 
and neglect у have shaped me as well. While I have not personally experienced poverty, growing 
up in a place that was subtly framed as ћlessќ has made me aware of how truths can be imposed 
on people, and how identities can be disciplined through discourse. My intention is not to 
compare my life to those living under far harsher conditions elsewhere, but to explain that this 
helped me in understanding processes of subjectification more deeply, and to т while avoiding 
binaries - empathize with how people navigate the concept of identity, which is especially 
important in this thesis. In this sense, my positionality is both personal and analytical: my own 
encounter with normalized ideas of backwardness informs the way I approach similar dynamics 
in my research. 

I acknowledge subjectivity and positionality in my work. This thesis will not be neutral, nor will it 
present undebatable facts. It will be a personal academic report, completed through my own 
eyes, while constantly reflected upon by myself to show how and why I have made certain 
academic choices. My personal history as outlined above has undoubtedly influenced how I 
conducted this research: from the questions I found important to ask to the ways I sought to 
engage with participants. I hope that by sharing this positionality, the reader will gain a clearer 
sense of what drives me, and why I approach this project as I do.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Water in the Andean highlands is both vital and contested. Urban expansion, climate change, 
and neoliberal reforms intensify pressures on scarce resources. Water becomes a negotiation 
between downstream cities and upstream rural communities. In Riobamba, Ecuador, these 
tensions materialize in the Maguazo Project: a large-scale hydraulic intervention designed to 
ƚĲĦƨƖĲШƓŸƣċĤũĲШƽċƣĲƖШŉŸƖШƣőĲШĦŔƣǃќƚШΞΡΜЯΜΜΜШŔŰőċĤŔƣċŰƣƚШĤǃШĦċƓƣƨƖŔŰŊШƽċƣĲƖШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШ~ċŊƨċǍŸШ
River in the highland parish of Pungalá. This water originates in the Maguazo páramo, a fragile 
ecosystem, where campesino and indigenous communities partly depend on land and water for 
their livelihoods (see Annex A for a full glossary). The project, launched in the early 2000s and still 
unfinished in 2025, has been marked by delays, mismanagement, and allegations of corruption. 
It has generated deep conflicts between the municipality of Riobamba and the upstream 
communities. Local leaders and residents accuse the municipality of failing to honour promises, 
excluding them from negotiations, and disregarding their water rights and ecological concerns. 
What is framed by officials as a technical solution to urban water scarcity is experienced in 
Pungalá and Molobog as an imposition that undermines their autonomy and marginalizes their 
hydropolitical position. But in the last years, shifts in government techniques have marked the 
beginning of a new era, in which certain resistance is not self-evident. 

The central question guiding this thesis is: How do the governmentalities employed by the 
municipality of Riobamba, and the corresponding responses of the communities of Pungalá and 
Molobog, shape the creation and materialization of hydrosocial territories surrounding the 
Maguazo Project? ÑőŔƚШƕƨĲƚƣŔŸŰШƖĲŉũĲĦƣƚШĤŸƣőШƚŔĬĲƚШŸŉШƣőĲШĦŸŰŉũŔĦƣаШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШƚƣƖċƣĲŊŔĲƚШ
ƣŸШĲŰŉŸƖĦĲШċШƓċƖƣŔĦƨũċƖШƽċƣĲƖШŸƖĬĲƖЯШċŰĬШƣőĲШĦŸůůƨŰŔƣŔĲƚќШƚƣƖċƣĲŊŔĲƚШŸŉШƖĲƚŔƚƣċŰĦĲЯШnegotiation, 
and accommodation. To answer this, I adopted a political ecology approach, combining semi-
structured interviews and participant observation with activist research methods. In total, 21 
interviews were conducted with community members, municipal officials, and other actors. To 
move beyond conventional data collection, I also engaged creatively with participants through 
the collaborative composition of the song Maguazo, which offered insight into the lived 
experiences, emotions, and subtle contestations surrounding the project. These methods 
together allowed me to analyse how dominant governmentalities materialize, how communities 
counter or adapt to them, and how competing hydrosocial imaginaries take shape in practice. In 
this way, the Maguazo Project serves as an empirical window into broader questions of water, 
power, and governance in the Andes. It reveals how rural-urban water transfers are not merely 
technical undertakings but contested socio-political processes that reshape territories and 
identities. 

Chapter 2 reviews historic and contemporary water governance in the Andes. Chapter 3 details 
ƣőĲШ~ċŊƨċǍŸШÂƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШŔŰŉƖċƚƣƖƨĦƣƨƖĲЯШĦŸŰƣĲǂƣЯШċŰĬШĦŸŰƣĲƚƣċƣŔŸŰƚЮШ9őċƓƣĲƖШΠШƓƖĲƚĲŰƣƚШƣőĲШ
problem statement, research questions, and objectives. Chapter 5 develops the theoretical 
framework of hydrosocial territories, governmentalities, and counter-conducts. Chapter 6 
explains the political ecology ůĲƣőŸĬŸũŸŊǃЮШ9őċƓƣĲƖШΤШŰċƖƖċƣĲƚШƣőĲШ~ċŊƨċǍŸШÂƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШƣƖċŢĲĦƣŸƖǃШ
and community responses. Chapter 8 answers the research questions through analysis of 
dominant and alternative hydrosocial territories. Chapter 9 discusses implications, corruption, 
and methodological reflections. Chapter 10 concludes with key findings on contested water 
governance in the Andes. 
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2 WATER, POWER, AND GOVERNANCE IN THE ANDES 
Water in the Ecuadorian Andes has historically been a vital and contested resource, central in 
the socio-territorial organization of society. It played a central role in mobilizing communities, 
shaping socio-cultural systems, and forming local identities. Throughout Andean history, 
therefore, conflicts over material control of water and the right to culturally and politically define 
water systems has been a recurring theme (Boelens, 2014). This struggle continues today in the 
form of ongoing clashes between Andean customary water rights cultures and neoliberal 
environmental governance interventions aimed at commodifying water and undermining 
indigenous understanding of water governance (Boelens et al., 2014). Within these struggles, 
different forms of government were employed to assert hydrosocial dominance. To sketch this 
situation, in this chapter, I will look at historic water governance and how it is linked to control 
and hydrosocial dominance. 

2.1 HISTORIC ANDEAN WATER GOVERNANCE 
Water was not only a necessary means for survival, but also deeply embedded in Andean 
cosmovision and communitarian life. Ayala Mora (2008) describes the Andean indigenous life as 
deeply collective and community-centred т its foundation: aylu, traditional kin-based 
community. Humans, water, land, and spirits were interdependent. Water was not a resource to 
exploit, but a living, sacred entity to respect and harmonize with. Water distribution was not 
solely technical, but ritualistic and social, managed through community consensus and rituals 
(ibid). This indigenous way of hydrosocial organization, over time, was interrupted and changed 
by imperial and colonial efforts. 

The Incan empire, following their expansion over the Andes, used massive hydraulic 
infrastructure (i.e., canals, terraces, aqueducts) to rearrange the hydrosocial order of water. 
Water organization then became part of a strategy to consolidate state power and redefine social 
ƖĲũċƣŔŸŰƚЮШÑőĲШfŰĦċќƚШĤũĲŰĬĲĬШŔůƓĲƖŔċũШĦŸŰƣƖŸũШƽŔƣőШŔŰĬŔŊĲŰŸƨƚШƖŔƣƨċũШċŰĬШƚǃůĤŸũŔĦШĦŸŰƣŔŰƨŔƣǃЯШ
ƨƚŔŰŊШƽċƣĲƖШƽŸƖťƚШƣŸШћĬŔƚĦŔƓũŔŰĲќШĦŸŰƕƨĲƖĲĬШ ŰĬĲċŰШƚŸcieties (Boelens, 2014). Sophisticated 
state-managed irrigation infrastructure powered Incan agriculture. Water was not privatized, but 
access was mediated by the state as part of a reciprocal economy that merged spiritual and 
political authority (Ayala Mora, 2008). The system, though centralized, had its foundation in 
concepts such as reciprocity and collectivity, effectively blending indigenous culture into Incan 
imperialism. It was through spirituality, state-led hydraulic efforts, and imperial control that the 
Incas asserted hydrosocial dominance and control over the Andes. 

Later, Spanish colonization abruptly changed the Incan indigenous-based water system. The 
colonial regime forced a reorganization of Indigenous communities and introduced systems of 
privatization through water rights based on individual property and ownership titles, a 
cosmovision that directly contradicted the communitarian, indigenous way of arranging water in 
society (Blackmore, 2025). Water use became a class and racial hierarchy, with access closely 
ƣŔĲĬШƣŸШŸŰĲќƚШƓŸƚŔƣŔŸŰШŔŰШƣőĲШĦŸũŸŰŔċũШƚǃƚƣĲůЮШÑőĲШÉƓċŰŔƚőШĦƖŸƽŰШċŰĬШ9ċƣőŸũŔĦШĦőƨƖĦőШт with help 
of their military power - imposed legal, administrative, and religious systems that restructured 
Andean society, and with it: water governance. Indigenous cosmovision was tied to ritual, 
reciprocity, and communitarian water governance, but this way of thinking was disrupted and 
ĦőċŰŊĲĬЮШÑőĲШÉƓċŰŔƚőШĦŸũŸŰŔǍĲƖƚШŔŰƣƖŸĬƨĦĲĬШċШŰĲƽШћƣƖƨƣőШƖĲŊŔůĲќШт what counts as true, 
legitimate, and acceptable (Foucault, 1980) т based on individual ownership, written law, private 
property rights, and where Catholic doctrines delegitimized indigenous spirituality. Indigenous 
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water systems subsequently were co-opted by Eurocentric thinking, and suppressed and 
deemed illegitimate, or even uncivilized (Ayala Mora, 2008; Boelens, 2014). It was through truth 
regimes - disciplining the indigenous Andean population, Catholic ideology, institutional power, 
and military might that the Spanish colonizers changed the socio-political waterscape in the 
Andes. 

2.2 DIFFERENT FORMS OF GOVERNMENT 
Like the Incas, the Spanish colonizers used multiple strategies to control water and society. 
Foucault (2007) calls these governmentalities: arts of governing populations through different 
forms of power. Boelens (2014) identifies three in historic Andean water governance. Truth 
governmentality shaped what counted as legitimate knowledge. The Incas fused imperial rule 
with Andean spirituality; the Spanish imposed Catholic doctrine and Eurocentric norms, 
discrediting indigenous cosmovisions. Sovereign governmentality worked through top-down 
authority and territorial reorganization. The Incas centralized irrigation via state-led systems, 
while the Spanish imposed laws and military-backed reforms. Disciplinary governmentality 
governed through normalization. The Incas enforced conformity via communal work and ritual, 
while the Spanish relied on institutions like the Catholic church, which encouraged 
internalization of colonial norms. Thus, power was exercised not only by force but by shaping 
behaviour and producing compliant subjects. Chapter 5 elaborates further on governmentalities. 

2.3 CONTEMPORARY ANDEAN WATER GOVERNANCE 
While these modes of hydrosocial governance emerged historically, they have not disappeared. 
The above-described governmentalities of Truth, sovereign, and disciplinary are still present in 
contemporary Andean society and water governance in Ecuador (Boelens, 2015; Hommes et al., 
2019; Mills-Novoa et al., 2020). Water remains, as Boelens (2014) describes, central in a 
contested terrain of intersecting power dynamics. Different groups still use governmentalities to 
assert control over water and establish a certain hydrosocial reality.  

Foucault defined a fourth, complementary governmentality, typical for the capitalist epoch we 
live in: neoliberal governmentality, conducting the conduct of the population through indirect 
mechanisms like market logic, competition, and cost-ĤĲŰĲŉŔƣШƚǃƚƣĲůƚЯШћĲŰĦŸƨƖċŊŔŰŊШƚƨĤŢĲĦƣƚШƣŸШ
self-ƖĲŊƨũċƣĲШċĦĦŸƖĬŔŰŊШƣŸШůċƖťĲƣШƓƖŔŰĦŔƓũĲƚќШы[ŸƨĦċƨũƣЯШΞΜΜΥЯШƓЮΞΤΜьЮШThese market-based tools 
do not replace earlier governmentalities; instead, they overlay them, often reinforcing or 
repackaging existing power inequalities (Fletcher, 2017).  

This governmentality was also identified in Andean and Ecuadorian water governance (Boelens, 
2015; Hommes et al., 2019; Mills-Novoa et al., 2020; Rodríguez-de-Francisco & Boelens, 2017). 
A typical materialization of this neoliberal governmentality are Payment for Environmental 
Services (PES) programs, where neoliberal mechanisms aimed at commodifying nature and 
marketizing its environmental services т claiming sustainability - incentivize peasant farmers to 
participate in markets and ћůŸĬĲƖŰŔǍĲќШtheir practices (Rodríguez-de-Francisco & Boelens, 
2017). In the Andean context, PES schemes primarily benefit downstream users, cities, by 
ensuring a more reliable water supply, often at the expense of upstream communities who face 
land-use restrictions with minimal compensation, disempowering local communities while 
embedding them in market logics of conservation and service provision (Boelens (2015) chapter 
8; Rodríguez-de-Francisco & Boelens, 2017). PES schemes have been heavily criticized by 
political ecologists for exacerbating inequality, disempowering local communities, disregarding 
traditional practices, and enforcing strict land-use restrictions with minimal compensation у 
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effectively transforming collective livelihoods into commodified conservation services under 
external control (Rodríguez-de-Francisco & Boelens, 2017). Smallholders т seen as nature 
destroyers т are ƚƨƓƓŸƚĲĬШƣŸШŔŰƣĲŊƖċƣĲШŔŰƣŸШƣőĲШĦċƓŔƣċũŔƚƣШĲĦŸŰŸůǃШƣŸШћƚċƻĲќШƣőĲůШŉƖŸůШƓŸƻĲƖƣǃЮ 

2.4 HYDROPOLITICAL DREAM SCHEMES 
Neoliberal governmentality materializes through a technocratic framing of nature, where 
environmental resources are reimagined as services to be conserved, traded, and optimized. 
Boelens (2014) describes this phenomenon through the concept of hydropolitical dream 
schemes: idealized imaginaries of sustainability that promise win-win outcomes: conservation 
and economic efficiency. However, they mask underlying asymmetries of power. These dream 
schemes depoliticize water governance by framing it as a matter of neutral, expert-driven 
optimization, rather than the contested socio-environmental relations that Boelens (2014) 
identifies. They function through circular citation т the practice of reiteratively referencing the 
same institutional reports, models, and expert authorities to validate pre-existing assumptions - 
and technocratic rationales, reproducing dominant narratives of ћgreenќ modernity that align 
closely with neoliberal governmentalities. In this frame, PES schemes are not only governance 
tools, but also discursive strategies to make state-market interventions appear inevitable, 
apolitical, and universally beneficial, even when they privilege downstream cities and constrain 
upstream communities. 

Contemporary technocratic rationales are employed to assert cultural, political, and 
hydrological dominance. The materialization of these ћŊƖĲĲŰќЯШƣĲĦőŰŸĦƖċƣŔĦШŔůċŊŔŰċƖŔĲƚШƣőƖŸƨŊőШ
the employment of governmentalities shapes certain hydrosocial territories, often reflecting 
neoliberal logic (Boelens et al., 2016). As Hommes et al. (2022) and Mills-Novoa et al. (2014) 
demonstrate, multiple governmentalities are reshaping hydrosocial territories in the Andes and 
Ecuador. Since the 1980s, neoliberal ideology and with it PES schemes have gained ground in 
Andean water governance. The páramo т serving as a water buffer т is increasingly seen as 
ƓƖŸĬƨĦƣŔƻĲШũċŰĬШƣőċƣШĦċŰШĤĲШĲǂƣƖċĦƣĲĬШћƚƨƚƣċŔŰċĤũǃќШƨŰĬĲƖШƣőĲШŊƨŔƚĲШŸŉШŰĲŸũŔĤĲƖċũЯШƣĲĦőŰŸĦƖċƣŔĦШ
logic (Manosalvas et al., 2023). In a time where there is overwhelming scientific evidence of 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and other planetary thresholds being crossed (IPCC Sixth 
Assessment Report, Ripple et al., 2019; Rockström et al., 2023), these technocratic 
cosmovisions risk not only reinforcing existing social inequalities, but also dominant ideologies 
that frame the commodification of nature and control as the solution, thereby normalizing the 
very rationalities that cause ongoing environmental degradation. 

2.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Historic and contemporary hydrosocial dynamics illustrate  how Andean water governance has 
never been only about managing a resource, but is also a deeply political, cultural, and 
ideological struggle over territory, truth, and power. Multiple interacting and intersecting 
governmentalities - from Incan spiritual-political integration to Spanish colonial truth regimes 
and institutional power, and now to neoliberal technocratic ideologies т are continuously 
reshaping hydrosocial territories. As hydropolitical dream schemes become more normalized 
and depoliticized, it becomes ever more important to ask: whose dreams are being realized, how, 
and at what cost? It calls for a deeper understanding of how these dream schemes play out 
empirically, and how governmentalities are employed to materialize these rationalities.  
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3 THE MAGUAZO PROJECT 
The Maguazo Project is an inter-basin transfer between the highland watershed of Maguazo and 
the Ecuadorian city of Riobamba that т when completed т is supposed to solve water scarcity by 
supplying 500 L/s. Its infrastructure runs through multiple indigenous and peasant communities 
from the Parish of Pungalá to Riobamba and relies on water from the Maguazo páramo. The 
project has faced many delays, and the municipality and construction company т the 
responsible actors т have been accused of mistreatment and project mismanagement by the 
highland communities. A compensation mechanism was proposed to compensate the farmers 
in Pungalá - hinting towards a PES scheme - but the communities are struggling to materialize 
this. In this chapter, I take a closer look at the Maguazo Project and set the stage for the questions 
and focus of this research. Figure 1 portrays all the important locations of this thesis. 

3.1 RIOBAMBAќS WATER SHORTAGE 
The Maguazo Project is supposed to supply potable water to the city of Riobamba, the capital of 
the Chimborazo province with a population of 250.000. According to the municipality (of 
Riobamba), the city is struggling with water shortages. The project should provide water to its 
Southern neighbourhoods.8,19,21 Riobamba lies on a sloped plain, and providing extra water to 
these Southern, lower lying areas would reduce the problem of low tap pressure in the North т a 
problem of frequent occurrence during peak hours.8,21 Currently, potable water, through 20 wells, 
is extracted from a large aquifer underlying the city and supplies around 465 L/s. This should be 
enough to supply the whole city, but its urban distribution system knows one of the highest water 
loss rates of Ecuador: around 45%.8,20,21 The system lacks measurement equipment that can 
determine the location of leaks, making it effectively impossible to fix the issue of water losses 
without extensive infrastructural consequences.8 This water shortage, in the early 2000s, 
prompted the municipal administration to search for water in other areas. Four ћĦċŰĬŔĬċƣĲƚќШƽĲƖĲШ
identified: 1) Quimiach, 2) Guarguallá, 3) Pungalá, after the hydroelectric plant that is located 
there, or 4) Alao, also in Pungalá, but from the Maguazo river. The latter option was chosen, albeit 
the furthest, the costliest, and the most difficult to construct.13,19,21 In 2017, construction 
commenced and was supposed to finish in 2021. However, as of now, 2025, the project has yet 
to be completed. That the municipality opted for the most distant, costly, and technically 
challenging option suggests that more than just hydrological necessity may have been at play. 
Was it the need for water, or were there other things that drove the municipality to make this 
decision? 

3.2 INFRASTRUCTURE DETAILS 
There are different key infrastructural components: the intake in Maguazo, the pumping station 
in PungaláќƚШmain residential centre (cabecera), the 500 m3 reserve tank and treatment plant in 
Molobog, storage tanks in San Martín de Veranillo and Piscín in Riobamba, and 34 kilometres of 
pipes leading to the ĦŔƣǃќƚ storage tanks (see figure 2A and 2B). The pumping station in Pungalá 
has not yet been built; the system currently relies entirely on gravity flow. However, the station is 
a crucial future component, designed to pump water from Pungalá during dry seasons or when 
demand exceeds the capacity of the Maguazo intake. According to the municipality, its 
construction is projected for 2026т2031, depending on the resolution of legal disputes and 
available funding.21 The water is captured at an altitude of approximately 3150 meters above sea 
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level. The capture intake is designed so that large debris cannot enter the system, and energy 
dissipators ensure a flow  

Figure 1. Geographical sketch of the most important locations in this thesis. The Maguazo, Alao, and Chambo Rivers with their 
corresponding flow direction are illustrated alongside the Maguazo pipeline (green) and road from Pungalapamba to Alao over which 
compensation is fought (red). The parish centre (cabecera) of Pungalá, treatment plant in Molobog, and storage tank sites in Piscín 
and San Martín de Veranillo are illustrated as well.  
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Figure 2. Figure 2A displays a general overview of the landscape in which the Maguazo infrastructure is situated. The Maguazo system is indicated 
with the orange line. Water ш originating from Sangay National Park - is captured from the Maguazo River and is transported to Pungalá through 
pipes, eventually crossing the Chambo River through a siphon. It then passes through a water reserve before entering the treatment plant in 
Molobog. After treatment, it is transported to the Southern Riobamba neighbourhoods of San Martín de Veranillo and Piscín, where storage tanks 
for the treated water are located. The intake of the hydropower station lies in Alao (marked in yellow) in the Alao River, and flows through an open 
canal to the hydropower station, located at the base of the Chambo River close to Pungalá. In the top of the image, the wells that currently supply 
water to Riobamba ш situated at the foot of the Chimborazo volcano ш are displayed. Important to note is that the road that is central in 
compensation claims runs from the cabecera of Pungalá to the Alao Valley. Figure 2B shows a cross-section of the Maguazo system. 
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velocity of about 1m/s. This water is transported to the Molobog treatment plant through a 
pipeline, spanning 17.3 kilometres and with a diameter of 0.6m, largely following the road 
connecting Licto and Alao. In Molobog, the treatment plant should process around 500 L/s, 
although as of March 2025, only one side of the symmetrical filter system is finished, lowering 
the working capacity to 250 L/s.10 The treated water flows to Riobamba to be stored in reservoirs 
in Piscín and San Martín de Veranillo, two neighbourhoods on the Southern outskirts of 
Riobamba. The Maguazo Project, according to the municipal administration, when finished 
should provide Riobamba with 43.200 m3

 of water per day to approximately 30.000 people, 
corresponding to 500 L/s on a continuous flow (M, 2019).8 

3.3 ECOLOGICAL CONCERNS & CONTESTATIONS 
The páramo т a high treeless plateau - is an important Andean biome on which millions of 
humans and more-than-humans directly or indirectly depend for their sustenance and 
livelihoods. Geographical and climatological conditions created unique hydrological, biological, 
and ecological characteristics, giving way to porous and open soils that allow an exceptional 
amount of water to infiltrate and be stored in the aquifers, creating hydraulic buffers (Balslev & 
Luteyn, 1992; Morocho & Chuncha, 2019). However, the páramos of Ecuador are under 
ecological pressure (Asamblea Nacional del Ecuador, 2022), and Maguazo т the river from which 
the Maguazo Project draws its water - is not exempt from this fate. Its páramo т lying in the 
communities of Peltetec, Shullidiz, and Alao Llactapamba - is not ћpristineќ, nor untouched. 

Its water quality is under pressure because of pollutants from agriculture and domestic waste 
and is currently deemed unsafe for human consumption (INABIO, 2025). Another threat to the 
watershed of Maguazo т and thus the Maguazo Project т is the fact that the government granted 
goldmining concessions for the entire area of the community of Peltetec to a Canadian mining 
company for 17 years (ARCERNNR, n.d.; Juan, personal communication). Gold mining is known 
to release heavily toxic substances such as mercury, cyanide, and acid mine drainage and т 
although exploitation has yet to start - would pose a substantial threat not only to the ecosystem 
but also to the drinking water quality of the Maguazo Project. 

The water quantity in Maguazo is also under pressure. Although the Maguazo Project was 
designed to supply 500 L/s, the river since then has halved in flow rate, to 250 L/s.4,8 With climate 
change heavily affecting Ecuador т a 2024 drought resulted in significant electricity downtime in 
the hydropower reliant country т the flow rate is projected to further decrease. Downstream, in 
the Alao River, a state-owned hydroelectric power plant, Hidroeléctrica Alao, which is partly 
dependent on the water from the Maguazo river and connected to the national electricity 
network, is located. The state electricity company, Empresa Electrica de Riobamba, operates 
three power plants of which one is the Alao plant. These three generators supply 75% of the total 
electricity consumption in the province of Chimborazo, Alao generating 10.6 megawatts.7 With a 
decreasing flow rate in the Maguazo river, contestations between these two т both state-owned 
- hydraulic projects can be expected to rise. Figure 3 shows the hydrological configuration of 
these two hydraulic projects. Once again, this raises the question of why the municipality chose 
to source water from Maguazo, rather than from a point downstream of the hydroelectric plant - 
a decision that would have avoided potential contestation, reduced infrastructure costs, and 
eliminated the need for vulnerable piping along the road from Pungalapamba to Maguazo. 

As I show above, concerns for both water quality and quantity in the Maguazo watershed are 
valid. Pollution from agriculture, the risk of gold mining, and the broader impacts of climate 
change could significantly affect the availability and safety of drinking water, with consequences 
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for both people and ecosystems within and beyond the basin. These pressures expose internal 
contradictions within government policy: granting long-term mining concessions in a critical 
watershed while simultaneously investing in infrastructure dependent on that same ecosystem; 
and placing the intake of the Maguazo Project upstream of the hydroelectric plant, rather than 
downstream, thereby inviting future contestation and increasing infrastructure costs. 
Additionally, poor environmental management during the construction phase - such as the lack 
of a closure and remediation plan for the Puninhuaico dump site - has further undermined the 
ƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШĲĦŸũŸŊŔĦċũШƚƨƚƣċŔŰċĤŔũŔƣǃШċŰĬШŔŰƣƖŸĬƨĦĲĬШũŸŰŊ-term social and environmental risks 
(Balseca Rosero, 2019). 

3.4 UPSTREAM COMMUNITIES 
The Maguazo Project affects several communities in Pungalá. As described in the previous 
section, ƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚ watershed is located in the Maguazo páramo, close to Sangay National 
Park, in the parish community of Pungalá. The parish lies in the district of Riobamba and therefore 
also within the jurisdictional area of the municipality. Pungalá houses 27 indigenous and 
campesino communities, based in three sectors - Purhuay, Pungalá, and Alao - and has a 
downstream cabecera (parish centre) called Pungalá. Each community has an elected leader, 
and for inter-communal matters monthly assemblies are held in the office of the Parish 
government of Pungalá (GAD) in the cabecera. The Pungaleños т characterized by white hats т 
are smallholders and mostly focus on the production of milk, which offers a steadier market price 
than crop cultivation.13 As a lingering consequence of the Spanish conquest and colonial 
domination т where indigenous and peasant populations were displaced to marginal, infertile, 
and difficult to access zones (Ayala Mora, 2008) - the peasants of Pungalá live high up in the 
highlands and close to the border of the páramo and Sangay National Park. The cabecera is 
reachable by a single lane asphalt road, but to reach the communities in Maguazo (Alao) itself, 
one must drive over an 80-year-old, ravine-sided unpaved road where landslides are a frequent 
occurrence, especially in the rainy season. 

Figure 3. The Maguazo Project and the hydroelectric power plant are in direct competition for water use. Water from the 
~ċŊƨċǍŸЮÅŔƻĲƖЮŔƚЮĦċƓƣƨƖĲĬЮŉŸƖЮƨƖĤċŰЮƚƨƓƓũǃеЮƽőŔũĲЮŉƨƖƣőĲƖЮĬŸƽŰƚƣƖĲċůЮŸŰЮƣőĲЮƚċůĲЮƖŔƻĲƖЮũŔĲƚЮƣőĲЮƓũċŰƣѢƚЮƚĲĦŸŰĬċƖǃЮŔŰƣċťĲдЮ
ÑőĲЮƓũċŰƣѢƚЮůċŔŰЮŔŰƣċťĲе however, is located upstream on the Alao River. Although the Maguazo contributes a smaller share 
ŸŉЮƣőĲЮƓũċŰƣѢƚЮƣŸƣċũЮƽċƣĲƖЮƚƨƓƓũǃЮĦŸůƓċƖĲĬЮƣŸЮƣőĲЮ ũċŸ RiverеЮĦũŔůċƣĲЮůŸĬĲũƚЮƓƖŸŢĲĦƣЮċЮĬĲĦũŔŰĲЮŔŰЮƣőĲЮ~ċŊƨċǍŸѢƚЮŉũŸƽеЮƖċŔƚŔŰŊЮ
the likelihood that the secondary intake will eventually become obsolete. 
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The peasants of Pungalá live a communitarian lifestyle, with ůŔŰŊċѢƚ ш collective work for the 
community - and community operated water systems. There are several water sources generally 
located within the territory of each community. These provide water for human consumption as 
well as for livestock.13 In general, there is no water scarcity, nor are there any water projects 
involving pumping systems. As such, these local systems do not intersect with or affect the 
Maguazo Project.13 However, as Mauricio т technician in the GAD de Pungalá - points out, 
because of its central location and considerable flow, the Maguazo river could be used to supply 
irrigation to a large number of communities т a possibility that now has been foreclosed, as the 
water has been officially allocated under concession to the municipality of Riobamba.3 

According to a census conducted by the Parish Council, Pungalá has 5,858 inhabitants, although 
the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INEC) reports a lower number of 3,925.3 At the 
same time, due to a lack of livelihood opportunities, Pungalá is characterized by one of the 
largest outmigration rates in Ecuador. Many families depend on the labour of family members in 
Riobamba, Quito or abroad.2,13,14,17 Some communities - once bustling with people - are now a 
collection of seemingly desolated houses. Many households still raise cattle but live or work in 
Riobamba as their main sustenance.3,13,17 Their lifestyle is therefore effectively a blend between 
communitarian and urban life. 

Further downstream, in the parish of Licto, lies Molobog. Here, the treatment plant of the 
Maguazo Project was constructed. Molobog is situated closer to the urban centre of Riobamba 
and is more easily accessible by paved roads. The community is smaller and less dispersed than 
those in Pungalá, and its location and elevation make it logistically suitable for infrastructure 
development such as the treatment plant. Bordering Riobamba lies the neighbourhood of San 
Martín de Veranillo and Piscín, where the storage tanks are located. Falling outside the scope for 
this thesis, these two neighbourhoods of Riobamba were not included in the research. 

3.5 MISMANAGEMENT, DELAYS, AND ACCUSATIONS OF MISTREATMENT 
Despite multiple promises of near completion, the Maguazo Project remains unfinished 
(Municipio Riobamba, 2017; Napo Cadena, 2020). The delays supposedly stem from economic 
and technical setbacks, as well as allegations of corruption and an ongoing audit by the State 
Comptroller, who found 5.5 million USD to be unaccounted for (Contraloría General del Estado, 
2023). The project has experienced numerous challenges, including 15 extensions caused by the 
construction company т Consorcio Alao - repeatedly failing to meet deadlines.  

Over the years, the municipality of Riobamba publicly released various percentages to indicate 
how complete the project was. In 2018, the project was reported to be 88 % complete, with a 
projected finish in 2019 (Asociación de Municipalidades Ecuatorianas, 2018). However, delays - 

Figure 4. When the Maguazo project was 
opened in late December 2024, pipes 
burst in the internal distribution network 
of the neighbourhood San Martín de 
Veranillo, flooding the streets. 
Apparently. Seemingly, the distribution 
network could not withstand the 
pressure that the Maguazo system will 
provide. The image portrays a 
construction crew repairing the damage 
the day after (own picture). 
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including equipment importation - slowed progress. By June 2021, completion reached 95% 
(Ecuador Escucha, 2021), and by March 2023, 98%, though key components like automation and 
final installations remained unfinished (Noticias de Riobamba, 2023). As of April 2024, the 
project remains 98% complete, with ongoing technical corrections and repairs (Riobamba 
Informa, 2024). How these percentages were calculated was not disclosed. In December 2024, 
the mayor, John Vinueza, promised the Riobambeños that the Maguazo water would flow on 
Christmas Eve, the ultimate Christmas gift. However, soon after opening the valves, water leaks 
occurred in the distribution system of the neighbourhood of San Martín de Veranillo т flooding 
the streets (figure 4). The months after, the project has not been operational, nor were any 
promises made publicly about its projected opening. Some actors think it will never complete, 
while others estimate that it could be completed in months. Vinueza, in April, estimated that the 
project would be finished in one month, a date which at the time of writing this thesis has already 
passed while water has yet to flow.21  

My point here is not to split hairs over percentages, deadlines, or exact numbers, but to 
emphasize how promises and expectations have continually been unmet over the years. The 
project still lacks certain key infrastructural components. The optic cable, essential for the 
automation of water flow/treatment, was damaged by landslides т the communities repeatedly 
warned for this but were not listened to - and needs to be replaced in certain sections.2,3 For the 
same reason, along the road from Pungalapamba to Alao whereunder the infrastructure was 
buried, certain sections of pipe need to be replaced. The treatment plant in Molobog can 
currently only run at 50% operational capacity, its administrative building was poorly 
constructed, and automation technology has not been installed yet.2,10 Questions have also been 
raised about the feasibility of the pumping station, with some local technicians casting serious 
doubt on the viability of pumping water from the river into the same pipeline, calling the concept 
technically flawed or even misleading.23 In my view, the percentages released by the municipality 
are an unreliable and superficial metric for assessing the actual progress of the project, given the 
significant infrastructural deficiencies that remain. The 98% figure, as the sources show, refers 
solely to the status of the technical infrastructure. However, considering the many unresolved 
issues described above, even this technical estimate appears overly generous. In reality, critical 
components - such as the optical cable, pipelines, pumping station, and a fully operational 
treatment plant - remain incomplete or defective. TőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШƓƖŸŊƖĲƚƚШcould also be assessed 
through a broader lens that includes social and institutional dimensions. From that perspective, 
the Maguazo Project is far from complete. Key social aspects - such as institutionalizing the 
infrastructure, incorporating community input, and addressing longstanding concerns over 
water rights and compensation - have been largely neglected1,2,3,7,9,12,16,17. Not considering these 
aspects reiterates the technocratic logic that has dominated the Maguazo Project's planning and 
execution. 

Meanwhile, the project keeps consuming funds. Despite the setbacks, in 2020 the municipality 
of Riobamba invested another $2 million USD in the project, financed by the International 
Development Bank (IDB) and adding to the original 23 million USD loan of 2009. As of 2025, more 
than 43 million USD was spent in the construction of the Maguazo Project (Contraloría General 
del Estado, 2023). As the state comptroller finds, these funds were handled poorly: more than 
5.5 million USD has not been accounted for (ibid), showcasing the mismanagement of the project 
by the municipality and Consorcio Alao while legitimizing the accusations of potential 
corruption. The first project manager, appointed in 2017, was dismissed after only two months 
for refusing to sign off on dubious expenditures.16 Since then, no other project manager - 
essential for the proper conduct of the project - has been appointed. Oversight was further 
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compromised by the fiscalizador - the technical supervisor hired to monitor the contractor's 
compliance with the project - who, instead of acting as an independent control mechanism, 
reportedly coordinated informally with both the municipality and the contractor.2 A financial 
sanction (glosaьШŸŉШΝЮΞШůŔũũŔŸŰШÖÉ?ШƽċƚШŔƚƚƨĲĬШĤǃШƣőĲШĦŸůƓƣƖŸũũĲƖќƚШŸŉŉŔĦĲШĬƨĲШƣŸШŔƖƖĲŊƨũċƖŔƣŔĲƚЯШ
but never enforced (Contraloría General del Estado, 2023).16 Presently, the relation between the 
municipality and Consorcio Alao is fragile. In fact, the municipality opts to terminate the contract 
and move constructional responsibilities to EMAPAR, the municipal public utility responsible for 
providing potable water, sewage, and sanitation services in Riobamba.16,20,21  

Besides the alleged logistical mismanagement by the municipality and Consorcio Alao, the 
project has faced backlash from the upstream communities, who accuse them of breaking 
promises, excluding them from the decision-making process, and leaving them feeling unheard, 
frustrated, and even sparking protests. Recently, the municipality proposed a water fund т 
FOPAR - to serve as a compensation mechanism for the water taken in Maguazo, but this has yet 
to be formalized. The money would be used to implement conservation projects in the páramo 
of Pungalá. This conservation logic seems to align with PES. It could position the municipality of 
Riobamba as the primary decision-maker over funds and ecological priorities, while Pungalá 
communities become ћbeneficiariesќШŸŉШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĲǂƣĲƖŰċũШĦŸŰƚĲƖƻċƣŔŸŰШċŊĲŰĬċЯШŔŰƚƣĲċĬШ
of co-creators of water governance. In chapter 7, these dynamics are discussed into more detail. 

3.6 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
As I show, the Maguazo Project is no textbook hydraulic intervention. While it is framed as a 
ƚŸũƨƣŔŸŰШƣŸШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШƽċƣĲƖШƚĦċƖĦŔƣǃЯШŔƣƚШĬĲũċǃƚЯШůŔƚůċŰċŊĲůĲŰƣЯШċŰĬШƣőĲШĲǂĦũƨƚŔŸŰШŸŉШ
upstream communities reveal tension: between the lived realities of the comuneros т peasants 
- in the highlands and the external logics shaping the project. As outlined in Chapter 8, this 
tension emerges from overlapping forms of governance, where older forms of government 
intersect and interact with the growing influence of neolŔĤĲƖċũШƖċƣŔŸŰċũŔƣŔĲƚЮШÑőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШ
actions, combining large-scale infrastructure with a proposed compensation mechanism for 
páramo conservation, reflects Payment for Environmental Services (PES) logic, in which 
ecological protection is incentivized through financial means. 

Situating itself in a time of shifts in Andean water governance, the Maguazo Project could reflect 
what Boelens et al. (2014) call a hydro-political dream scheme: a depoliticized, technical 
solution that promises sustainability while hiding embedded power dynamics. As Hommes et al. 
(2022) show, inter-basin transfers like Maguazo are spreading across Latin America, often 
reshaping rural territories to serve urban demands. This case offers a unique look into the pre-
implementation phase of such a scheme. What ideologies underpin the Maguazo Project? 
Through what forms of government are hydrosocial territories restructured? How do 
communities respond? 
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4 RESEARCH DELINEATION 

4.1 PROBLEM STATEMENT 
The problem is that discourses around the Maguazo ƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШĦŸŰƚƣƖƨĦƣŔŸŰШƚĲĲůШƣŸШƖĲŔŰŉŸƖĦĲШƣőĲШ
interests of the municipality of Riobamba by promoting a narrative of water scarcity, thereby 
justifying the extensive infrastructural intervention. This narrative not only serves to legitimize the 
continued extraction and control of water resources by the municipality but also marginalizes 
local perspectives and practices in the upstream communities of Pungalá and Molobog. By 
framing water as a scarce and commodifiable resource, these discourses align with broader 
neoliberal and modernist approaches that prioritize market-based solutions and centralized 
control.  

4.2 KNOWLEDGE GAP 
It is unknown how the municipality of Riobamba т as powerful actor т employs different 
government strategies (governmentalities) to order the hydrosocial word in a particular way, 
effectively materializing their hydrosocial imaginary. It is unknown how the upstream 
communities of Pungalá and Molobog respond to the hegemonic governmentalities т employed 
by the municipality т with their own counter governmentalities, aiming to materialize their 
hydrosocial imaginary.  

4.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

4.3.1 Main research questions 
How do the governmentalities employed by the municipality of Riobamba and corresponding 

responses by the communities of Pungalá and Molobog shape the creation and materialization 
of hydrosocial territories surrounding the Maguazo Project? 

4.3.2 Sub-questions 
What dominant hydrosocial territory can be identified surrounding the Maguazo Project and to 
what extent has it materialized through governmentality strategies? 

What alternative hydrosocial territories can be identified and to what extent have these 
materialized through counter-governmentality strategies? 

How do the communities of Pungalá and Molobog navigate the tension between resistance and 
accommodation in their interactions with the government, and how do these mixed strategies 
shape the creation and materialization of hydrosocial territories around the Maguazo Project? 

4.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
The main research objective is to explore how the municipality of Riobamba employs different 
forms of government to constitute a particular hydrosocial order; to examine how the upstream 
communities of Pungalá and Molobog respond with their respective government strategies to 
counter the municipality and constitute their own hydrosocial order; and to analyse how the 
communities are not always able to produce counter movements but rather accommodate their 
new reality. 
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5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This research will combine the concepts of Hydrosocial Territories, Governmentalities, and 
Accommodation to scrutinize the Trasvase Maguazo Project. The theoretical framework draws 
inspiration from Boelens (2014), Boelens & Gelles (2005), Boelens et al. (2016), Hommes et al. 
(2020, 2022), Mills-Novoa et al. (2020) Pfaffenberger (1988), Valladares & Boelens (2019), and 
ĬƖċƽƚШŸŰШ[ŸƨĦċƨũƣќƚШũĲĦƣƨƖĲƚШŔŰШ[ƖċŰĦĲШċƚШċШƣőĲŸƖĲƣŔĦċũШŉŸƨŰĬċƣŔŸŰЮШ 

5.1 HYDROSOCIAL TERRITORIES 
The creation and reinforcement of dominant and alternative hydrosocial territories (HST) is a 
central phenomenon in this thesis. Hydro-ƚŸĦŔċũШƣĲƖƖŔƣŸƖŔĲƚШċƖĲв 

љ[и ] the contested imaginary and socio-environmental materialization of a spatially bound multi-scalar network in 
which humans, water flows, ecological relations, hydraulic infrastructure, financial means, legal-administrative 

arrangements and cultural institutions and practices are interactively defined, aligned and mobilized through 
ĲƓŔƚƣĲůŸũŸŊŔĦċũЮĤĲũŔĲŉЮƚǃƚƣĲůƚеЮƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũЮőŔĲƖċƖĦőŔĲƚЮċŰĬЮŰċƣƨƖċũŔǍŔŰŊЮĬŔƚĦŸƨƖƚĲƚѠЮё7ŸĲũĲŰƚЮĲƣЮċũдеЮΥΣΤΩеЮƓΥђд 

Hydrosocial territories explain the diverse manifestations of socio-hydrological relationships, 
shaped by the factors outlined in the quote by Boelens et al. (2016). Rooted in Foucauldian 
thought, they connect to epistemesуunderlying structures of knowledge that define what is 
considered valid or authoritative in different eras (Foucault, 2005). Epistemes naturalize certain 
discourses that discipline and subjectify individuals. Subjectification refers to ћall those 
heterogeneous processes and practices by means of which human beings come to relate to 
ƣőĲůƚĲũƻĲƚШċŰĬШŸƣőĲƖƚШċƚШƚƨĤŢĲĦƣƚШŸŉШċШĦĲƖƣċŔŰШƣǃƓĲЯШявѐШċШőǃĤƖŔĬШŸŉШŉũĲƚőЯШċƖƣĲŉċĦƣЯШťŰŸƽũĲĬŊĲШ
passion and techniqueќ (Rose, 1996, p38).  

Hydrosocial territories are dynamic, continually redefined by shifting epistemes and the 
discourses they generate. These guide behaviours, policies, and infrastructures that govern 
water. The framework thus helps examine how governmentalities reshape nature, technology, 
and society according to specific cosmovisions (Mills-Novoa et al., 2020), and how exercises like  
the Maguazo project construct objects of intervention and produce particular socio-natural 
realities. 

5.1.1 Hydrosocial Imaginary & Materialization 
As the definition above explains, hydrosocial territories consists of two separate notions. On the 
ŸŰĲШőċŰĬШƣőĲƖĲШŔƚШƣőĲШћĦŸŰƣĲƚƣĲĬШŔůċŊŔŰċƖǃќЯШĬĲŉŔŰŔŰŊШċШĦĲƖƣċŔŰШŔůċŊŔŰĲĬШƖĲċũŔƣǃШċŰĬШĬĲƚŔƖĲĬШŸƖĬĲƖЮШ
§ŰШƣőĲШŸƣőĲƖШőċŰĬЯШƣőĲƖĲШŔƚШƣőĲШћƚŸĦŔŸ-environmental mateƖŔċũŔǍċƣŔŸŰќЯШĬĲƚĦƖŔĤŔŰŊШƣőĲШƓƖŸĦĲƚƚШŸŉШ
materialization in the real world. The presence of a certain imaginary does not automatically 
imply materialization. Especially in the case of the Maguazo Project this is relevant, since it is yet 
to enter the operational phase. As I will explain in Chapter 6, I structured my research in such a 
way that imaginary versus materialization are separated. 

5.2 GOVERNMENTALITIES 
cǃĬƖŸƚŸĦŔċũШƣĲƖƖŔƣŸƖŔĲƚШƽŔũũШĤĲШĦŸůƓũĲůĲŰƣĲĬШƽŔƣőШŊŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣċũŔƣŔĲƚЯШƽőŔĦőШƖĲŉĲƖШƣŸШљarts of 
ŊŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣЮ ƣŸЮ ѡĦŸŰĬƨĦƣЮ ƣőĲЮ ĦŸŰĬƨĦƣѢЮ ŸŉЮ ƓĲŸƓũĲеЮ ƚƣĲĲƖŔŰŊЮ ƽőċƣЮ ŔƚЮ ŔŰƣĲƖŰċũŔǍĲĬЮ ċƚЮ ĤĲŔŰŊЮ
ѡċƓƓƖŸƓƖŔċƣĲѢЮċŰĬЮѡŰŸƖůċũѢѠЮёcŸůůĲƚЮĲƣЮċũдеЮΥΣΥΥђдЮUnderstanding governmentalities can yield 
valuable insights into how rural-urban socio-environmental relationships change due to 
technological interventions in rural watersheds. 
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5.2.1 Technology 
Technologies are inherently linked to governmentalities, as they act as a tool for shaping the 
world, and thus hydrosocial territories (Hommes, 2020). Water technologies and hydraulic 
infrastructure, such as the Maguazo Project, both shape and result from socio-political relations: 
they produce power while being produced by it. Hommes et al. (2022) argue that technologies, 
like governmentalities, conduct peopleќs conduct by shaping realities, behaviours, and relations, 
showing their dynamic role in everyday life. Pfaffenberger (1988) redefines technology as ћa total 
ƚŸĦŔċũШ ƓőĲŰŸůĲŰŸŰШ явѐбШ ƚŔůƨũƣċŰĲŸƨƚũǃШ ůċƣĲƖŔċũЯШ ƚŸĦŔċũШ ċŰĬШ ƚǃůĤŸũŔĦЯќ stressing that 
technologies are not neutral tools but deeply embedded in social relations and meaning. In this 
thesis, these perspectives on technology are adopted, before turning to the four 
governmentalities examined in the next section. 

5.2.2 Immovable Truth Governmentality 
The first governmentality is Immovable Truth (adopted from original phrasing: Pastoral Truth), in 
which the dominant governing entity prescribes moral rules, values, and truths that individuals 
are expected to internalize and follow (Foucault, 2007). Valladares & Boelens (2019) refer to this 
as Immovable Truth, emphasizing that such truths are treated as self-evident, absolute, and 
simply cannot be questioned. Within this governmentality, power operates not through coercion 
or incentive, but through the proĬƨĦƣŔŸŰШŸŉШůŸƖċũШƻċũƨĲƚШƣőċƣШĬĲŉŔŰĲШƽőċƣШŔƚШĦŸŰƚŔĬĲƖĲĬШћŊŸŸĬќЯШ
ћŰĲĦĲƚƚċƖǃќЯШŸƖШћŰċƣƨƖċũќЮШfŰШƣőŔƚШƽċǃЯШŊŸƻĲƖŰċŰĦĲШƚőċƓĲƚШƓĲŸƓũĲќƚШĦŸŰƚĦŔĲŰĦĲШċŰĬШĤĲőċƻŔŸƨƖШ
from within. Rather than relying solely on supernatural authority, as in early religious 
interpretations, contemporary immovable Truths are often embedded in ideas such as 
development, progress, environmental care, or national interest. These claims gain legitimacy 
when framed as technically valid, ethically right, or socially beneficial, which can make 
disagreement appear irrational or immoral.  

At the same time, this is where the line with disciplinary governmentality becomes blurred: moral 
ĦũċŔůƚШŰŸƣШŸŰũǃШƓƖĲƚĦƖŔĤĲШљƣƖƨƣőƚњШĤƨƣШċũƚŸШƚőċƓĲШĤĲőċƻŔŸƨƖШƣőƖŸƨŊőШŰŸƖůċũŔǍċƣŔŸŰЮШfŰШƣőĲШ
Andean water world, for instance, actors may invoke the need to protect nature or provide urban 
services both as unquestionable truths and as disciplinary norms that guide conduct. The Incan 
ĲůƓŔƖĲШċŰĬШÉƓċŰŔƚőШĦŸũŸŰŔǍĲƖƚШƖĲũŔĲĬШŸŰШƚŔůŔũċƖШũŸŊŔĦƚЯШƣőŸƨŊőШŔŰШƣŸĬċǃќƚШĦŸŰƣĲǂƣШƚƨĦőШůŸƖċũ-
political truths complement disciplinary  practices in creating hydrosocial order (Boelens, 2014, 
p. 241т243). This grey zone between truth and discipline will also surface in the case of the 
Maguazo Project, where both governmentalities are at play.  

5.2.3 Sovereign Governmentality 
A key aspect of sovereign governmentality lies in the concept of a social contract, as proposed 
by Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes argued that people willingly surrender some of their freedoms to a 
sovereign authority in exchange for security, order, and protection, thereby granting the 
government absolute power to enforce laws and maintain social order (Hobbes, 1651; Gauthier, 
1969). Sovereign governmentality also includes the use of centralized power, focused on law and 
order, and the exercise of control through overt authority and violence (Foucault, 2007; 
Valladares & Boelens, 2019). 

Foucault describes sovereign governmentality as a form of power in which the ruling authority 
has the ability to enforce obedience through laws, punishment, and the legitimate use of force 
(Foucault, 2007). It is characterized by centralized decision-ůċťŔŰŊШċŰĬШƣőĲШƚƣċƣĲќƚШċĤŔũŔƣǃШƣŸШ
intervene directly in the lives of its citizens. While often associated with authoritarian regimes, 
sovereign power is also embedded in the everyday operations of modern democratic states. In 
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Ecuador, for example, the state enacts and enforces laws, regulates public behaviour, and 
possesses the authority to use coercive measures - fines, arrests, or legal consequences - to 
maintain order. 

5.2.4 Disciplinary Governmentality 
The third art of government identified by Foucault is disciplinary governmentality, which operates 
through the subtle but pervasive enforcement of moral norms, social expectations, and 
internalized rules of conduct (Foucault, 2007; Hommes et al., 2020). Instead of using coercive 
measures, disciplinary mechanisms govern how individuals think, feel, and behave - producing 
self-regulating subjects who conform out of fear of judgment, exclusion, or failing to meet a 
normalized set of standards. Disciplinary power is diffuse and bottom-up, meaning that it flows 
through everyday interactions and institutions, making control feel natural and almost invisible. 
This governmentality is different from immovable Truth since Truths are not monopolized by one 
dominant group but circulate through social networks, (state) institutions, and cultural 
discourses - defining what is acceptable or rational. In Truth governmentality, people suppress 
ћŸƣőĲƖќШtruths, not because they were convinced, but because alternatives are made invisible or 
illegitimate т creating moral frames in which disagreement seems natural. But in disciplinary 
governmentality surveillance of legitimacy is not just external, but internal and peer-based; 
people discipline themselves and each other. This governmentality is not only about what is true, 
but also how people should behave to match accepted Truths.  

5.2.5 Neoliberal Governmentality 
An art of government that Foucault introduced later in his life during the College de France 
Lectures is the neoũŔĤĲƖċũШŊŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣċũŔƣǃЯШƣőċƣШћĲŰƻŔƚŔŸŰƚШƣŸШĦŸŰĬƨĦƣШƓĲŸƓũĲќƚШĤĲőċƻŔŸƨƖШĤǃШ
approaching them as rational economic agents т individual utility-maximisers who strategically 
ĦċũĦƨũċƣĲШĦŸƚƣƚШċŰĬШĤĲŰĲŉŔƣƚШċƚШƣŸШůċƣĲƖŔċũŔǍĲШƓĲƖƚŸŰċũШŔŰƣĲƖĲƚƣƚќШы7ŸĲũĲŰƚЯШΞΜΝΠЯШƓЮΞΟΣбШ~Ŕũũƚ-
Novoa, 2020, p.91). Neoliberalism is often associated with little state intervention, but Foucault 
writes that ћneoliberalism should not be identified with laissez-faire - minimal government 
intervention - ĤƨƣШƖċƣőĲƖШƽŔƣőШƓĲƖůċŰĲŰƣШƻŔŊŔũċŰĦĲЯШċĦƣŔƻŔƣǃШċŰĬШŔŰƣĲƖƻĲŰƣŔŸŰќШы[ŸƨĦċƨũƣЯШΞΜΜΤЯШƓЮШ
132). In neoliberalism the government uses free market principles in the very structure of their 
political power exercise. It is distinct from classical liberalism, where state intervention was 
limited so the market could self-ƖĲŊƨũċƣĲШыŔĤŔĬЯШƓЮΝΟΞьЮШ ĲŸũŔĤĲƖċũŔƚůШћŔƚШŰŸƣШċШƕƨĲƚƣŔŸŰШŸŉШŉƖĲĲŔŰŊШ
an empty space, but of taking the formal principles of a market economy and referring and 
relating ƣőĲůШƣŸЯШŸŉШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣŔŰŊШƣőĲůШŸŰШƣŸШċШŊĲŰĲƖċũШċƖƣШŸŉШŊŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣќШыŔĤŔĬЯШƓЮШΝΟΞьЮШNeoliberalism 
then becomes a governmentality of its own; its principles are implemented in all governing 
apparatuses (Foucault, 2007; Boelens, 2014). It becomes the statesќ duty to create a socio-
economic environment where the market is possible; where economic freedom becomes 
possible through legislative interventionism (Foucault, 2007, p.167); where it is not legal or 
coercive forces, but many different government techniques thċƣШћƓƖŸĬƨĦƣŔƻĲũǃШůċŰċŊĲШċŰĬШ
ĬŔƖĲĦƣќШƚŸĦŔĲƣǃШы7ŸĲũĲŰƚЯШΞΜΝΠЯШƓЮΞΟΣьЮ  

Another expression of neoliberal governmentality - especially relevant in the Maguazo Project 
since many accusations of corruption were made - is the normalization of corruption through 
incentive-based governance logics. For this thesis, rather than interpreting corruption as a moral 
failing or cultural defect, I follow Van den Broek and Vliegenthart (2018), who conceptualize 
corruption as a rationalized form of governance that functions within informal ћshadow marketsќЮ 
In this view, practices like bribery or the sale of public positions are not chaotic or irrational but 
operate according to internal logics and incentive structures that mirror formal economic 
systems. These informal practices are often framed by neoliberal rationalities that treat 
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individuals as self-interested agents navigating competitive systems - thus normalizing 
corruption as a form of strategic self-maximization. A full analysis of corruption through this lens 
lies beyond the scope of this thesis т the conducted interviews neither allow me to realize such 
analysis - but I consider it important to acknowledge that corruption surrounding the Maguazo 
Project is not dismissed as isolated or deviant behaviour. Instead, I understand it as embedded 
in the broader rationalities and governmentalities in Ecuador. 

5.2.6 Final remarks 
As Foucault pointed out, governmentalities work alongside each other т often synergistically; the 
existence of one does not exclude the presence of others. Besides, actors that employ 
governmentalities are plural - not only the state (Hommes et al., 2020). This expression of power 
is exercised by non-state actors as well, like NGOs, multinationals, and even resistance groups, 
all considering themselves self-governing to a certain extent (Benda-Beckmann et al., 2016). 

5.3 COUNTER-CONDUCTS  
When marginalized groups adopt dominant frames of reference, they may also use them to 
contest imposed categories and construct alternative truths - an act Boelens (2014) calls 
counter-conduct . He argues that the ћproduction of water-truthќ can serve both domination and 
resistance (p.245). In Andean water struggles, truths are strategically mobilized by indigenous 
communities to challenge large-scale hydraulic projects and assert agency (Boelens, 2008; 
Delgado, 2011; Gelles, 2000; Velásquez, 2018). In this ћĤċƣƣũĲШċƖĲŰċќШы7ŸĲũĲŰƚЯШΞΜΝΠьЯШƣőĲШƻĲƖċĦŔƣǃШ
of truths matters less than their political utility. Following Odysseos et al. (2016), counter-
conducts are defined as struggles against the practices through which others are governed, 
encompassing resistance, alternative governance, and collective action. They aim not to abolish 
governance itself but to resist particular rulers or methods perceived as unjust (Boelens & Gelles, 
2005). 

5.3.1 Anti-conducts vs alternative conducts 
Counter-conducts are contingent and adaptable: they may openly resist power or subtly rework 
governance from within, shifting with the dynamics they oppose (Odysseos, Death, & Malmvig, 
2016). Boelens (2015) distinguishes between anti-conducts - direct acts of resistance and 
disobedience that disrupt imposed control, such as opposition to the Maguazo Project - and 
alternative conducts, which build new forms of organization, governance, and autonomy. In 
practice, both coexist: communities voice opposition to state interventions while simultaneously 
fostering solidarity and creating alternative solutions. 

I understand counter-conducts in the following way: for each of the four hegemonic 
governmentalities, exercised by the municipality of Riobamba, less powerful actors, such as the 
Pungalá communities or the parish board, employ different counter-conducts specifically aimed 
at opposing a certain method of subjection that is linked to the Maguazo Project. This way, as the 
counter-conducts resist one specific issue т in this case the materialization of the dominant 
hydrosocial territory surrounding the Maguazo Project - and not the entire act of being governed, 
I do not oversimplify the context-dependent act of countering a dominant governmentality. 

5.3.2 Accommodation 
Every hegemonic governmentality has an opposing counter-conduct (Boelens, 2015). However, 
the pluriform nature of counter-conducts should not be oversimplified: they often surpass 
binaries like power-resistance, governance-subordination, and discipline-liberation (Odysseos, 
Death, & Malmvig, 2016). Much of academic justice literature employs and reinforces these 
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binaries (Cleaver, 2018). Cleaver argues that domino-centric thinking, particularly in the context 
of water justice, oversimplifies the complex ways in which people interact with power and 
injustice. The clear-cut division that is created by employing binary thinking ignores the more 
subtle and everyday responses, while overemphasizing domination and outright resistance. She 
points out that not every person that experiences injustice will resist; they will often comply with, 
accommodate, adapt to, or even perpetuate injustice. Cleaver identifies four reasons for this: 
hegemony, pragmatism, connectedness, and moral-ecological rationality.  

Hegemony explains how power becomes embedded in norms, institutions, and discourses, 
making injustice seem natural or even desirable. Additionally, people may comply out of purely 
pragmatic reasons: resisting costs, whether it be risked livelihoods or lost social connections. It 
is sometimes not inherently attractive to resist because it can have negative outcomes on the life 
of people. Another reason for compliance to injustice is that people have the desire to feel 
connected; maintaining unfair social relationships or partaking in an unjust community system 
can be logical outcomes for the drive to feel connected. Last, Cleaver identifies a moral-
ecological rationality, which revolves around the idea that many cultural beliefs and worldviews 
are rooted in ideas of balance, harmony, and interdependence. This implies that cooperation and 
ċĬċƓƣŔŸŰШċƖĲШŸŉƣĲŰШƻŔĲƽĲĬШċƚШћŊŸŸĬќЯШƽőŔũĲШĬŔƚƖƨƓƣŔŸŰШċŰĬШƖĲƚŔƚƣċŰĦĲШċƖĲШƓĲƖĦĲŔƻĲĬШċƚ ћĤċĬќЮ 
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Figure 5. This diagram illustrates the theoretical framework surrounding the Maguazo Project. At the centre, the Maguazo Project is shown as the main focal point of this research. On the left, the dominant 
őǃĬƖŸƚŸĦŔċũЮƣĲƖƖŔƣŸƖǃЮƖĲƓƖĲƚĲŰƣƚЮƣőĲЮůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃѢƚЮƻŔƚŔŸŰЮŸŉЮƽċƣĲƖЮŊŸƻĲƖnance, shaped by the four different governmentality strategies of Foucault. These strategies promote and justify the implementation of 
the Maguazo Project, reinforcing the hydrosocial imaginary, whereafter the governmentality strategies work together to materialize it. On the right, the counter-conducts represent responses to the four 
governmentalities, counter conducts, which include both anti-conducts and alternative conducts. Together, these actions create alternative hydrosocial imaginaries and materializations - visualized through 
the multitude of faded alternative HSTs - ƣőċƣЮĦőċũũĲŰŊĲЮƣőĲЮƚƣċƣĲѩƚЮƻŔƚŔŸŰЮŸŉЮƽċƣĲƖЮůċŰċŊĲůĲŰƣдЮÑőĲЮĤŸǂЮѡċĦĦŸůůŸĬċƣŔŸŰЮŔũũƨƚƣƖċƣĲƚЮƣőĲЮĦŸůƓũŔċŰĦĲЮŸŉЮƚŸůĲЮĦŸůůƨŰŔƣŔĲƚЮwith the Maguazo Project, reinforcing 
the dominant hydrosocial order. 
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6 METHODOLOGY 

6.1 RESEARCH APPROACH 

6.1.1 Political Ecology Ethnography 
ÑőŔƚШƖĲƚĲċƖĦőШƨƚĲƚШċШƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũШĲĦŸũŸŊǃШŸŉШƽċƣĲƖШыÂEìьШũĲŰƚЮШ7ŸĲũĲŰƚШыΞΜΞΠьШĬĲŉŔŰĲƚШÂEìШċƚШљƣőĲШ
politics and power relationships that shape human knowledge of and intervention in the water 
world, leading to forms of governing nature and people, at once and at different scales, to 
produce particular hydro-ƚŸĦŔċũШŸƖĬĲƖњШыƓЮШΞьЮ PEW highlights that water allocation struggles are 
inherently political, shaped by contesting actors and power dynamics (Boelens, 2014). It 
examines how beliefs, meanings, and identities influence distribution, while challenging the 
constructed boundaries between nature, technology, and society. Underlying all resource 
conflicts is a struggle over power and inequality. Political ecology, with its focus on 
environmental justice, shows how these imbalances affect marginalized groups 
disproportionately. Historic context is central (Boelens, 2014). Using a Foucauldian lens, power 
is analysed across scales to see how it flows through society and shapes decisions. 

6.1.2 Activist Research 
ŰŸƣőĲƖШƽċǃШƣŸШĬĲĲƓĲŰШƨŰĬĲƖƚƣċŰĬŔŰŊШŸŉШƣőĲШ7ŸĲũĲŰƚќШыΞΜΝΠьШŉŔƻĲШĬŸůċŔŰƚШŔƚШƣőƖŸƨŊőШtaking an 

activist approach to research, ensuring intensive interaction with the research participants, 
institutions , and culture surrounding the Maguazo Project. I followed Hale (2006), who frames 
activist research as both an epistemological and political project: not merely studying power 
asymmetries but actively engaging with them in solidarity with marginalized groups. In this case, 
the marginalized groups are the upstream communities of Pungalá and Molobog, and arguably 
also the inhabitants of Riobamba, since they pay for the Maguazo Project through city tax but 
receive no water in return. Rather than maintaining a detached or neutral stance, activist 
research involves working alongside the sidelined communities, acknowledging that research is 
always embedded in broader structures of inequality. This thesis, for example, is written as part 
of the Master Exchange Programme under the Riverhood project (https://movingrivers.org/). 

ÑőŔƚШƣőĲƚŔƚШĬŸĲƚШŰŸƣШċŔůШƣŸШĤĲШћŸĤŢĲĦƣŔƻĲќШŔŰШƣőĲШƓŸƚŔƣŔƻŔƚƣШƚĲŰƚĲШĤƨƣШŔƚШĲůĤĲĬĬĲĬШŔŰШċШƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũШċŰĬШ
personal commitment to understand and possibly support the struggles over water governance 
and territory experienced by upstream communities. Such blending of political and personal 
engagement with research is not uncommon; Gillespie and Michelson (2011) argue that 
participant observation benefits from genuine relationships between researcher and participant. 
When ethically managed, shifting between researcher and ally can build trust, reduce 
performativity, and deepen access to lived experiences - aligning with the activist stance taken 
here. The benefit is bilateral: on the one hand, I generated richer, higher-quality data; on the 
other, participants from the upstream communities were able to engage more authentically in 
the research process. This approach does not reduce the situation to a binary of oppressors 
versus oppressed. Both Gillespie and Michelson and Hale stress that it requires ongoing critical 
reflection. As discussed in the positionality section, adopting an activist lens revealed 
contradictions within marginalized groups themselves, challenging romanticized assumptions 
ċŰĬШŉŔƣƣŔŰŊШ9ũĲċƻĲƖќƚШыΞΜΝΥьШŉƖċůĲƽŸƖťШŸŉШċĦĦŸůůŸĬċƣŔŸŰЮ 

An activist research approach does recognize the tensions of moving between academic 
research and political involvement. Hale notes these are not problems to avoid but sources of 

https://movingrivers.org/
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reflexive insight. My positionality - as supportive yet separate from the Maguazo struggle - shaped 
how I related to officials and communities. I aimed to build trust through long-term interaction, 
transparency, and shared reflection, resisting extractive knowledge production. Yet at times I 
withheld my views: navigating the political landscape required strategic silence with powerful 
actors such as the mayor, though never with marginalized groups. In this way, activist research 
offered both a methodological and ethical commitment to co-producing knowledge of the 
Maguazo Project that is rigorous, meaningful, and potentially useful to Pungalá, Molobog, and 
Riobamba. 

6.2 BOUNDARIES 
The Maguazo Project is a hydraulic infrastructure that longitudinally spreads from Pungalá to 
Riobamba. This research includes the communities that are located closely to the most 
important infrastructure elements. These include the intake in Pungalá and the treatment plant 
in Molobog. As stated before, the water tanks in San Martín de Veranillo and Piscín were not 
included in the research. The city of Riobamba was included through interviews with the 
municipality and other state city-level state institutions and the organization of a bottom-up 
grassroots co-creation of knowledge event, as explained later in this chapter. 

6.3 ACTORS 
The different governmentalities and counter-conducts at work are expressed through the 
actions, policies, and perspectives of individuals and institutions surrounding the Maguazo 
Project. To gather information on these competing governmentalities, and following Bryman 
(2016), I used purposive sampling, involving the careful selection of actors. This process began 
even before traveling to Ecuador and continued as the research progressed. As Bryman notes, 
the process of social research is rarely linear or tidy. It is often marked by unexpected 
contingencies and revisions to initial plans. In this case, sampling evolved dynamically in 
response to emerging insights, access limitations, and shifting field conditions, reflecting the 
inherent ћmessinessќ of field-based qualitative research. 

The following main actor (groups) were identified: the indigenous and campesino communities 
are the principal non-state highland actors. Within these communities, three groups were 
distinguished. First, the highland farmers in the communities located in the Maguazo watershed, 
namely Alao Llactapamba, Peltetec, and Shullidiz. Sitting at the epicentre of extraction, these 
communities are central to the analysis this thesis presents. The second group includes the rest 
of the communities in the Parish of Pungalá, including its cabecera, where the local government 
is located. This local government sits at the intersection between state and community. Although 
a state institution, the members of its board are all Pungaleños. The GAD Pungalá can thus be 
understood as straddling both state and communal domains, neither fully one nor the other. The 
third group is the community of Molobog, part of the Licto Parish but nonetheless affected by the 
Maguazo Project, as their land was expropriated by the municipality of Riobamba for the 
construction of the water treatment plant. 

On the urban side, two actor categories were identified: the state and the citizens of Riobamba. 
Just like the GAD Parroquial de Pungalá, these two groups are not monolithic blocks - a point I 
will further elaborate in Chapters 7 and 8 - but rather general categories. The state institutions 
included in the research were the Municipality of Riobamba, the Ministry of Environment, and the 
Water Regulation and Control Agency (ARCA). As described above, it is important to distinguish 
between the highland Parish Government and these urban state institutions. The parish 
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government is physically and socially closely located to the Maguazo Project, while the larger 
state institutions remain at a distance. The citizens of Riobamba constitute another important 
urban actor. They pay taxes for a project that fails to deliver water and has been marked by poor 
financial management. For this reason, I also approached this group - not only the upstream 
communities - ċƚШċШћũŸƚĲƖќШŸŉШƣőĲШMaguazo Project. This non-state group is likewise not a unified 
urban category. Many participants maintain strong ties with Pungalá or Molobog, and some live 
across both locations. Among the urban citizens, I spoke specifically with members of the 
Comisión Anticorrupción Ciudadana and the Foro de los Recursos Hídricos de Chimborazo. 

The contractor of the Maguazo Project, Consorcio Alao, were not directly interviewed for this 
research, because I did not manage to establish a connection. The International Development 
Bank, who granted a multi-million -dollar loan to the municipality of Riobamba to aid in the 
construction of the Maguazo Project, neither was included, as it is not directly involved in water 
governance in Pungalá, nor is it affected by the Maguazo Project.  

6.4 METHODS 

6.4.1 Literature Review 
?ƖċƽŔŰŊШŸŰШÉŰǃĬĲƖќƚШыΞΜΝΦьШŔŰƚŔŊőƣƚЯШa literature and media review was conducted, serving not 
merely as background reading but as a structured research methodology. It complements the 
thesis by providing a systematic summary of existing knowledge, enabling the identification of 
key themes in Andean water governance, contextual information on the Maguazo Project, and 
the development of a theoretically informed framework.  

6.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 
Following Olatunde & Olenik (2021), 22 semi-structured interviews were conducted in the 
upstream communities of Pungalá and Molobog, as well as in Riobamba. Interviews took place 
at either the most relevant location or at a location that was convenient for the interviewee. I did 
not conduct any interviews over the phone, as I regard it essential to interact in-real-life with the 
participants. I prioritized quality over quantity, meaning that I did not rush interviews to be able 
to conduct a larger amount. A list of interviewees can be found in Annex B. Part of interviewee 
names were changed in order to protect identities.  If readers of this thesis have questions or 
inquiries regarding interview data, the corresponding transcriptions may be consulted upon 
request. However, access will only be granted after a thorough security check and with all 
personal identifiers replaced by pseudonyms. 

6.4.3 Observations / field visits 
Participant observation was a cornerstone of this fieldwork, capturing informal dynamics and 
lived experiences. Following Gillespie and Michelson (2011), who stress its value in political 
science where surveys or experiments often miss nuance, I combined semi-structured 
interviews with observation to gain a contextualized understanding of actors in Chimborazo. 

Based in Riobamba, I regularly visited Molobog and Pungalá to observe construction sites, speak 
with residents, and connect theory to everyday realities. I attended asambleas, held informal 
street conversations, and built relationships that blurred researcherтfriend roles. Walking 
through Molobog, helping harvest potatoes in Peltetec, or calling contacts for updates on the 
Maguazo Project gave access to emotional and relational dimensions often hidden from 
detached methods. 
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Observation also extended to Riobamba, from talks with activists, officials, and Riobambeños to 
brief chats with taxi drivers. These were not recorded as interviews but added depth to 
ƨŰĬĲƖƚƣċŰĬŔŰŊШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШƚŸĦŔċũШĲŰƻŔƖŸŰůĲŰƣЮШEǂċůƓũĲƚШŔŰĦũƨĬĲШĬŔƚĦƨƚƚŔŸŰƚШƽŔƣőШƣőĲШ~ŔŰŔƚƣƖǃШ
of Environment, contacts at ACUS, events at Casa Cultural, parades, family dinners, and even 
everyday encounters at the corner shop. Together, these moments enriched my sense of the 
cultural and political context. 

I also reflected on the boundaries of observation itself. While casual exchanges can yield 
insights, as Gillespie and Michelson (2011) caution, systematic documentation is essential. I 
treated incidental experiences as generative moments shaping attention and interview 
questions, not as standalone evidence. To ensure rigor, I consistently kept a notebook, writing 
detailed notes immediately after interactions when real-time notetaking was not possible. 

6.4.4 Music as Method: A Performative Research Practice 
In addition to interviews, observation, and document analysis, I used artistic collaboration as a 
complementary method. Together with a local activist-artist from Riobamba and an indigenous 
rapper from Cotacachi, I co-produced a song titled Maguazo. The process involved joint writing, 
recording, and performance, and culminated in two events: a release in Riobamba and a 
gathering in Alao Llactapamba. These moments created opportunities for dialogue, reflection, 
and shared experience, while providing a musical-based way of engaging with the politics of 
water in Chimborazo. Annex C provides overview of useful links to the song and such. I 
recommend watching the video that portrays the two events and the song before proceeding to 
the results chapter. 

Figure 6. Images of the upstream (left) and downstream (right) events that were organized as part of Music as Methodology. 
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7 THE STORY OF THE  MAGUAZO PROJECT 

7.1 THE BIRTH AND JUSTIFICATION OF THE MAGUAZO PROJECT 
The Maguazo Project is more than a technical response to urban water needs; it is the product of 
a particular political and ideological cosmovision. Understanding how it came into being requires 
asking not just what was built, but why it was imagined as necessary in the first place. This 
subchapter traces back ƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШŸƖŔŊŔŰƚЯШĤĲŊŔŰŰŔŰŊШƽŔƣőШŔƣƚШĦŸŰĦĲƓƣƨċũŔǍċƣŔŸŰШƨŰĬĲƖШ~ċǃŸƖШ
Ángel Yánez (2005-2009) and the narrative of water scarcity that legitimized Maguazo. 

7.1.1 The Birth of the Maguazo Project 
The Maguazo Project was conceptualized under the municipal administration of Ángel Yánez - 
then mayor of Riobamba т under the pretext of water scarcity. At the time, water scarcity was 
widely recognized as a pressing issue: Riobamba needed potable water, and whoever got it there 
would be celebrated as ћa great leaderќ.12 Yánez had the vision of tapping into the Maguazo River 
ƣŸШŔůƓƖŸƻĲШƣőĲШĦŔƣǃќƚШƽċƣĲƖШƚƨƓƓũǃЯШċƚШƨƖĤċŰШĬĲůċŰĬШƽċƚШŔŰĦƖĲċƚŔŰŊШĬƨĲШƣŸШƖċƓŔĬШƓŸƓƨũċƣŔŸŰШ
growth. But what in what ideology was the Maguazo Project conceived? Raúl т who was vice 
prefect of the Chimborazo province during YánezќШ ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũШ ƣĲƖůШт criticizes YánezќШ
administration for its technocratic cosmovision, explaining that Eurocentric worldviews crossed 
with the Andean cosmovision in the conception of the project.       

Otra gente se dejó llevar por el pensamiento occidental. El eurocentrismo. 12 

The Andean counterpart т the part which was not considered in the techno-social design - he 
calls ѡũċЮƚċĤŔĬƨƖŖċЮĬĲũЮƓƨĲĤũŸѢ. 12 Later in this chapter, I will investigate how this wisdom of the 
people was structurally ignored. First, I will look at the concept of water scarcity in Riobamba, 
and how it was used to justify the large-scale hydraulic intervention that is the Maguazo Project. 

7.1.2 Water Scarcity in Riobamba 
Riobamba has historically relied on the subterranean water from the Chimborazo glacier. John 
Vinueza, current mayor of Riobamba, explained that the Maguazo-Alao system, by contrast, 
would bring surface water from the eastern cordillera.21 This would ensure the diversification of 
water sources and therefore less reliance on the aquifer, allowing for a constant potable water 
flow to Riobamba. While it is true that Riobamba is struggling with the constant provision of 
potable water and relies on a sectorized water schedule, its cause is not rooted in scarcity. 

When I sat down with Fernando and Julián т both working for ARCA, the Agencia de Regulación y 
Control del Agua т they countered this water scarcity narrative by explaining that it is really the 
distribution  of water which is lacking. Riobamba currently captures water from 10 legal and 14 
illegal wells, extracting roughly 550 L/s. The city has 9 water distribution networks, but the 
infrastructure is outdated and inefficient, leading to problems with balancing the water provision 
between high and low areas of the sloped city. Around 40% of water is lost due to leakages in this 
network. These leakages cannot be traced, as there is no metering system to track flows from 
source to treatment to household. This makes it impossible to detect or fix inefficiencies. To 
compensate for the losses, a sectorized and rotational water schedule is necessary. Many 
őŸůĲƚШőċƻĲШĦŔƚƣĲƖŰƚШŸƖШƖŸŸŉƣŸƓШƣċŰťƚШƽőŔĦőШћůċƚťќШƚőŸƖƣċŊĲƚЯШĦƖĲċƣŔŰŊШċШŉċũƚĲШƚĲŰƚĲШŸŉШΞΠоΤШ
water availability, predominantly in middle- and upper-class homes. Besides this, Fernando and 
Julián explain that the amount of water present in the subterranean aquifer is much higher than 
previously estimated т this was discovered through newer technologies т and essentially erases 
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the need for other sources.8 Fernando and Julián thus delegitimize the water scarcity narrative 
that has always ƨŰĬĲƖƓŔŰŰĲĬШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШŢƨƚƣŔŉŔĦċƣŔŸŰШŸŉШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣ. While the large 
aquifer underlying Riobamba supposedly was unknown to Yánez т I was not able to find more 
data on this - the internal inefficiencies were not. Fernando and Julián argue that those 
inefficiencies should have come first before turning to large scale hydraulic projects like 
Maguazo.8 

7.1.3 The Choice for Maguazo 
For several social and technical reasons elaborated in this section, Maguazo was an unlikely 
ƚŸƨƖĦĲШŉŸƖШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШŰĲƽШƽċƣĲƖШƚƨƓƓũǃЮ Initially, the project was designed to draw water from 
Quimiach, Alao (after the hydroelectric power plant), or Guarguallá.13, 22 Eventually, Ángel Yánez 
was the mayor that brought the project to Pungalá. In an interview, Vinueza т though caution and 
doubt permeated his tone, as it was not his administration that conceived the project т explained 
that Maguazo was also selected for its higher surface water quality compared to the subsurface 
options already in use. Furthermore, he suggested that the terrain from Maguazo to Riobamba 
allowed for a feasible construction path. Last, he hinted that political and social considerations 
also played a role: ѕиіЮƣiene que ver con donde las comunidades le permitieron.21  

Gabriel т president of the Foro de los Recursos Hídricos de Chimborazo т counters this view, 
situating Maguazo within a broader hydrosocial reality. cĲШƖĲŔƣĲƖċƣĲƚШƣőĲШƖŔƻĲƖќƚШŉƨŰĦƣŔŸŰШŔŰШ
hydropower generation, not only in Alao, but also in the downstream plants of Agoyán and San 
Fransisco. He criticizes the municipality for treating the river as an isolated urban supply, ignoring 
other dependent actors and ecosystems.15 The municipality concessioned ~ċŊƨċǍŸќƚШƽċƣĲƖШŉŸƖШ
500 L/s, meaning that т with an average flow of 250 L/s т its contribution to other purposes is 
essentially erased. Notably, the hydroelectric power plant in downstream Alao is owned by the 
Empresa Eléctrica de Riobamba - i.e., the municipality т revealing an internal contradiction in the 
ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШŸƽŰШŔŰƣĲƖĲƚƣƚЮ 

In light of this and the information presented in chapter 3, éŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШŢƨƚƣŔŉŔĦċƣŔŸŰШċƓƓĲċƖƚШ
inaccurate: MaguazoќƚШwater is contaminated, while the subterraneous water under Riobamba 
is of high quality; the route to Riobamba is technically treacherous; and the communities never 
gave consent. The justifications provided by the municipality - central to the dominant imaginary 
surrounding Maguazo - are flawed, internally inconsistent, and appear more concerned with 
ũĲŊŔƣŔůŔǍŔŰŊШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣШƣőċŰШċĬĬƖĲƚƚŔŰŊШƣőĲШƖĲŊŔŸŰќƚШĦŸůƓũĲǂШőǃĬƖŸƚŸĦŔċũШƖĲċũŔƣy. 

7.1.4 Different Perspectives 
The vision under which the Maguazo Project emerged reflects elements of Truth 
governmentalityуwhere the idea of water transfer is framed as inherently good, necessary, and 
not open to debateуbut it is also strongly shaped by disciplinary governmentality. The belief that 
ÅŔŸĤċůĤċШљŰĲĲĬĲĬњШƣőĲШ~ċŊƨċǍŸШÂƖŸŢĲĦƣШĤĲĦċůĲШċШƣċťĲŰ-for-granted truth, even though it 
rested on a false narrative of scarcity while the real issue of inefficiency remained unaddressed. 
This logic has permeated deeply into Pungalá. During the research period, I did not meet a single 
person who opposed the hydraulic intention of the project. Even the most vocal critics of the 
ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĤƖŸťĲŰШƓƖŸůŔƚĲƚШĬŔĬШŰŸƣШƖĲŢĲĦƣШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣШŔƣƚĲũŉаШHugo (nunca nos opusimos al 
proyecto), Esteban (ĲũЮƓƖŸǃĲĦƣŸЮ~ċŊƨċǍŸЮѕиіЮĲƚЮƓċƖċЮĬŸƣċƖЮċŊƨċЮċЮũċЮĦŔƨĬċĬЮĬĲЮÅŔŸĤċůĤċ), and 
Jorge (es un derecho que tiene la ciudadanía, no nos oponemos).3,9,17 Such statements show how 
ƣőĲШƣƖċŰƚŉĲƖШŔƚШŰŸƖůċũŔǍĲĬШċƚШƨŰƕƨĲƚƣŔŸŰċĤũǃШљŊŸŸĬњШċŰĬШљŰĲĦĲƚƚċƖǃњ - not simply through 
dogma, but also through disciplinary processes that encourage self-regulation and make dissent 
appear irrational or even illegitimate. Mauricio, technician in the GAD de Pungalá, went as far as 
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calling it ћla más importante del cantón Riobamba.ќШ2 At the same time, while Hugo, Esteban, 
Jorge, Mauricio, and others supported the principle of water transfer, they consistently 
conditioned this support by criticizing how the project was implemented. 

7.1.5 From Yánez to Construction 
Although it was Ángel Yánez who initially envisioned bringing water from Pungalá to Riobamba, 
the project remained in its conceptual stage during his administration. Seemingly, Yánez 
adopted a technocratic cosmovision that failed to account for upstream epistemologies and 
community involvement.13 His notion of water scarcity т although factually questionable - served 
as a powerful justification for the project. It was only in 2017 under Mayor Napoleon Cadena - 
formerly employed by Yánez and backed by a technocratic and economic liberalist centre-right 
coalition т that the Maguazo Project began to take material form.  

7.2 CONSTRUCTION COMMENCES UNDER CADENA 
In 2017, the construction of the Maguazo Project initiated under the municipal administration of 
Napoleón Cadena. As the political leader driving the project forward, he was directly responsible 
for initiating and maintaining engagement with the affected communities of Molobog and 
Pungalá. This section will scrutinize how construction developed under Cadena and how he 
materialized his connecting role with the Pungalá Parish. 

7.2.1 Lack of Community Consultation and Disregard for Community Epistemologies 
9ċĬĲŰċќƚШadministration became notoriously known for disregarding the needs and demands of 
the communities. Esteban, presidente de planificación in the Parish Board of Pungalá, explains 
how the municipality and Consorcio Alao started construction without any prior notice to the 
communities in Pungalá. 

ѕиіЮŰŸƚŸƣƖŸƚЮŰŸЮƚċĤŖċůŸƚЮƓŸƖƕƨĲЮŰƨŰĦċЮőċŰЮũũċůċĬŸЮċЮũċЮƓċƖƖŸƕƨŔċЮŰŔЮċЮũċƚЮĦŸůƨŰŔĬċĬĲƚеЮċЮƚŸĦŔċũŔǍċƖеЮċЮ
ĦŸŰƻĲƖƚċƖдЮ?ĲĦŔƖжЮѡċЮƻĲƖеЮƻċŰЮċЮĬċƖЮƓċƚŸеЮŰŸƚŸƣƖŸƚЮƻċůŸƚЮċЮũũĲƻċƖЮĲƚƣċЮċŊƨċЮċЮÅŔŸĤċůĤċѢдЮк ċĬċйеЮőċŰЮ
hecho todo callado. ¿Entonces, nosotros dónde nos enteramos? Cuando ya dicen va a comenzar el 

proyecto Alao Maguazo. Comenzaron a cortar las calles desde aquí, ahí nos enteramos.3 

Shortly after construction initiated, concerns were raised about the quality of the work. 
Especially the construction of the pipeline following the road from Pungalapamba to Alao. 
Consorcio Alao had designed the pipe underground (see figure 6) but the peasants of Pungalá 
knew that their tierra was known for frequent landslides in the rainy season. It would be safer to 
construct the pipeline above-ground. It is as Mauricio explains: 

Hicieron un trabajo pésimo, o sea ni un albañil de aquí no hace ese trabajo. No sirve para nada. Hicieron 
unos pasos de agua que a la primera lluvia se fueron apagados en el Río Chambo y en el Río Alao. En 

algunas partes, por ejemplo, aquí cerquita, Pungalapamba, hicieron un paso elevado a una quebrada. ¿Y 
claro, tú le ves a la quebrada en época de verano y es un arroyo pequeño, ¿no? Pero nosotros que 

vivimos aquí conocemos el cambio y cómo crece cuando llueve y les dijimos que estaba mal hecho. No 
somos técnicos en eso, pero conocemos el lugar y le dijimos señores y, pues bueno, se nos rieron.2 

Esteban points out the same dynamics.  

Ellos querían hacer el trabajo como les dé la gana. Medio - medio, no bien hecho. Nosotros le decíamos, 
nosotros no tenemos títulos, nosotros no somos preparados, pero sabemos la práctica.3 

fƣШŔƚШƣőŔƚШћƓƖċĦƣŔĦċũШťŰŸƽũĲĬŊĲќШт community-based epistemology - that was treated as illegitimate 
ċŰĬШŔƖƖĲũĲƻċŰƣШƨŰĬĲƖШ9ċĬĲŰċќƚШċĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰЮШLike the comuneros warned, landslides have 
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caused significant damage since the pipeline was laid, leading to increased costs and repeated 
project delays. As Raúl frustratedly put it: 

Extracción. Solo extracción. Él empezó a mover las cosas, consiguió unos prestamitos y ahí comenzó la 
corrupción. Todo fue un desorden, mal hecho. Incluso técnicamente se sabe que hay problemas. ѕиіЮ

Donde ponías la mano, era como tocar una herida con pus: todo estaba podrido. 12 

RaúlќƚШċĦĦŸƨŰƣ showcases how the technocratic cosmovision of the municipality and Consorcio 
Alao led to severe mismanagement of construction. Upstream knowledge was sidelined while 
the project was imposed top-down on Pungalá in the name of ћprogressќ. 

7.2.2 Destructive Impacts of Poor Construction 
The communities bore the burden of 9ċĬĲŰċќƚШmanagement. The poor construction quality of 
the Maguazo infrastructure was accompanied by the destructive footprint left behind by 
Consorcio Alao. While the road to Alao had never been paved, it was in significantly better 
condition before the company intervened т it had existed already for 80 years. To allow for heavy 
machinery to pass, Consorcio Alao widened the road, but left it in a deteriorated and hazardous 
state. Apart from blatantly making accessibility to Alao more unsafe, the degradation of the road 
őċƚШŉƨƖƣőĲƖШƨŰĬĲƖůŔŰĲĬШ ũċŸќƚШċũƖĲċĬǃШŉƖċŊŔũĲШƣŸƨƖŔƚůШƚĲĦƣŸƖЯШƚƣŔũũШƖĲĦŸƻĲƖŔŰŊШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШŔůƓċĦƣƚШŸŉШ
the COVID-19 pandemic.14 §ŰĦĲШťŰŸƽŰШċƚШƣőĲШћŊċƣĲƽċǃШƣŸШÉċŰŊċǃЯќШƣőĲШƖŸƨƣĲШŰŸƽШċƓƓĲċƖƚШ
unsafe and unwelcoming to potential  visitors. 

Hugo у who at the time owned his own bus у recalls that Consorcio Alao closed the main road 
to Alao under the pretext of temporary construction. They were told the disruption would last one 
year, but eventually it extended to two. The alternative route, a higher and narrower path, proved 
treacherous, especially during the rainy season. Slippery slopes led to frequent skidding and 
numerous accidents. As Hugo recounts, their transport cooperative suffered significant damage 
to vehicles and financial losses. 

ѕиіЮƣƨƻŔůŸƚЮċĦĦŔĬĲŰƣĲƚеЮůƨĦőŸƚЮċĦĦŔĬĲŰƣĲƚдЮÑĲŰŖċůŸƚЮƓƖŸĤũĲůċƚеЮƓĲƖŸЮŔŊƨċũеЮƓċƚŹЮĲũЮċŶŸЮǃЮŰċĬċдЮEũЮŸƣƖŸЮ
año, tanta exigencia porque se revieron las cajas y las coronas de la cuesta o el patinaje que había que 

hacer. Se dañaron muchos buses. ¡Perdimos! Nosotros, la compañía, perdimos.17 

Figure 7. The pipes were laid underground while the 
communities advocated for exposed pipes (M, 2019). 
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7.2.3 Broken Promises and Unfulfilled Agreements 
These outcomes are not just the result of technical mismanagement, but also of broken political 
commitments. Both Esteban and Hugo recall that the municipality had promised to pave the road 
between Pungalá and Alao as part of the agreement to begin construction. Esteban explains that 
this promise was even notarized in a public act but never fulfilled.  

Claro, él [Napoleon Cadena]  tenía un acta notarizada en una notaría pública, firmado, pero nunca 
cumplió.  Y de la compensación no quería saber. Hay otros compromisos que tenía que cumplir. El 

arreglo de las quebradas, hacer badenes, hacer alcantarilladas, cunetas, asfalto. Pero nada no dejó 
haciendo.3 

ÑőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШŉċŔũƨƖĲШƣŸШfulfil  its promises is widely recognized and repeatedly emphasized 
within the communities of Pungalá. During the asambleas I attended, a recurring theme among 
the speakers was the demand for the municipality to finally honour its past promises. The call to 
action - ¡que cumplan! ш reflects the collective frustration rooted in broken agreements and 
unmet expectations. Especially for the communities that are located further upstream, the 
pavement of the road is a central tenet in their demand and struggle for compensation. 

7.2.4 Divide y Vencerás 
The betrayal was not isolated oversight, but part of an extractive pattern, in which infrastructure 
is imposed, commitments are ignored, and the costs are externalized to the rural communities 
and citizens of Riobamba through water tax. This extractive logic was reinforced by a calculated 
divide-and-rule strategy. As Esteban recalls, Cadena selectively offered minor material goods, 
such as cement or irrigation tubing, to just nine of the twenty-seven communities in Pungalá, in 
an effort to foster loyalty and undermine broader claims for collective compensation.3 Martín, 
president of the provincial dairy federation and Pungaleño, describes similar dynamics:  

џ ċƓŸũĲŹŰЮ9ċĬĲŰċЮƚĲЮőċĤŖċЮƖĲƨŰŔĬŸЮƓƖĲĦŔƚċůĲŰƣĲЮĦŸŰЮũŸƚЮĬŔƖŔŊĲŰƣĲƚЮĬĲЮĲƚƣċƚЮĦŸůƨŰŔĬċĬĲƚЮǃЮũĲƚЮĬŔŢŸеЮċЮ
ver, compañeros, ya no hagan mucha bulla, ya no reclamen. ѕиіЮòЮǃċЮĦŸůĲŰǍŹЮċЮőċĤĲƖЮƨŰċƚЮŉŔƚƨƖċƚдѠ 13 

He explicitly names it divide y vencerás. These small, localized interventions - like communal 
house renovations or short road segments - encouraged passivity while fracturing solidarity. In 
ƣőĲШĲŰĬЯШƣőĲǃШĬĲũŔƻĲƖĲĬШљalgo pequeñitoЯњШċƚШsċǃċШƓƨƣƚШŔƣЯШƽőŔũĲШƚŔũĲŰĦŔŰŊШĦŸũũĲĦƣŔƻĲШĬĲůċŰĬƚШŉŸƖШ
meaningful and lasting compensation. Rather than engaging in dialogue, the municipality co-
opted a few and ignored the many. Hugo confirms this from the Alao side, identifying Claudio 
Vega and Raphael Quitio, current and former presidents of the Parish Board of Pungalá, as key 
intermediaries between the municipality and Pungalá who enabled this fragmentation. 
According to Hugo, this strategy disempowered collective organizing and encouraged egoísmo 
within and between communities.17 

The divide-and-rule strategy fragmented collective power by creating self-regulating, obedient 
subjects through individual incentives and calculated generosity. While appearing well-meaning 
- focused on care and help - ŔƣШŔŰĬŔƻŔĬƨċũŔǍĲƚШĦċƖĲШǃĲƣШƣŸƣċũŔǍĲƚШĦŸŰƣƖŸũШŔŰШƣőĲШŰċůĲШŸŉШÂƨŰŊċũČќƚШ
welfare. 

7.3 RESISTANCE AND COMPLIANCE UNDER CADENA 
Beyond technical mistakes, the Maguazo Project left a trail of material destruction, broken 
promises, and fragmented communities. This section explores how poor construction practices, 
failed commitments, and political strategies deepened local harm and undermined trust in 
Pungalá. 
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7.3.1 Resistance despite Fragmentation 
As describedЯШ ċƓŸũĲŸŰШ9ċĬĲŰċќƚШċĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰШŔůƓŸƚĲĬШƣőĲШ ũċŸ-Maguazo water project 
without proper consultation with the communities of Pungalá and Molobog. Besides that, many 
promises were breached. The communities in Pungalá were actively divided through strategies 
of divide y vencerás, but despite fragmentation, visible resistance did emerge. Both Esteban and 
Hugo, leading figures of resistance, describe a series of collective actions that emerged as a 
response to the broken promises and problematic work ethic of the municipality and Consorcio 
Alao. 

7.3.2 Coercive Resistance 
Around 3000 people protested at the Riobamba municipality, shouting slurs like mentiroso, or 
ladron to demand accountability for broken promises. Esteban explains that the protest was not 
destructive, but forcefulуtypical of Pungaleño pride: ѡÉŸůŸƚЮĤƖċƻŸƚеЮÂƨŰŊċũĲŶŸƚеЮƓĲƖŸЮŰŸЮċЮ
destruir.Ѣ 

As a three-time elected planning president, Esteban became a key voice of opposition and 
mobilization, organizing mingas and direct territorial actions. One day, upon encountering 
company workers welding on-site, he confronted them alone and warned that he would return 
with 60 people to forcibly evict them if they did not leave. He recounts: 

ŰƣĲƚЮĬĲЮĤċŢċƖЮĦŸŰЮΩΣЮƓĲƖƚŸŰċƚеЮůċŰĬċƖũĲƚЮĤċŶċŰĬŸеЮőŸƖƣŔŊċŰĬŸиЮĦŸŢċŰЮƚƨƚЮĦŸƚŔƣċƚЮǃЮƻČǃċŰƚĲд 3 

The actions draw explicitly on communitarian law, in which forceful but non-lethal tactics like 
hortigar (whipping with nettles) are legitimate responses to disrespecting collective decisions. 
His leadership was sparked not only by political betrayal but by personal frustration upon hearing 
Napoleón Cadena claim - falsely and publicly - that commitments to Pungalá had been fulfilled. 
This catalysed renewed organizing and public confrontation, contributing to the escalation of 
local resistance into a coordinated and visible anti-conduct. 

Hugo recalls 14 paralizaciones т including roadblocks for vehicles of the municipality and 
consortium - by the transport cooperatives and communities to pressure the municipality and 
Consorcio Alao to address damages and delays.  

Entonces, nosotros hicimos algunas paralizaciones. Con la compañía de transporte, con las 
comunidades. Como 13 o 14 veces tuvimos que paralizar eso para obligar a los del consorcio para que 

ya terminen.17 

At one point, the communities went to the municipality to visibilize themselves and voice their 
concerns, because in their own territory they were not heard.  

Salimos como 3000 personas hacer la bronca en el municipio. ЮŊƖŔƣċƖжЮѡůĲŰƣŔƖŸƚŸеЮũċĬƖŹŰѢд3 

7.3.3 Institutional Resistance 
Jorge Morocho, a municipal councilmember during the Cadena administration, was one of the 
few political figures who actively resisted the way the Maguazo Project was implementedу
particularly in how the people of Pungalá were treated. Morocho actively fought at the political  
level for the rights of the people in Pungalá т calling out the mayor and councilmembers for their 
failure to ensure transparency and justice. Morocho also accused national oversight institutions 
like the Controlaría del Estado and Fiscalía del Estado for failing to demand accountability to the 
municipality and Consorcio Alao.9 But support for his movement т even from the people in 
Pungalá т has been limited. 
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Within this hydropolitical landscape, John Vinueza won the municipal election and took over 
from Cadena. Vinueza marked a new era of water governance, with new logics complementing 
and dominating the hydropolitical landscape. 

7.4 JOHN VINUEZA: NEW ADMINISTRATION, NEW LOGIC 
When the Maguazo ProjectќƚШƓƖŸŊƖĲƚƚ stalled under the growing resistance in Pungalá, the 
municipality changed government strategy. What began as confrontation under Cadena turned 
into negotiation under mayor Vinueza, giving rise to a compensation scheme that reframed the 
conflict. This section examines how the Vinueza administration complemented the old pre-
dominantly sovereign governmentality with incentive-based neoliberal governance, drafting an 
ordinance to manage unrest and reassert control. Less through force, and more through 
promises of development.  

7.4.1 The Maguazo Project Paralyzed and the Turn Toward Compensation 
John Vinueza takes the position of mayor while the Maguazo Project is in a lock-in in 2023. The 
communities have essentially paralyzed the project, having deployed monitoring groups at key 
points т like the capture site in Maguazo - to block entry by municipal staff, engineers, and even 
politicians . Esteban explains:  

Con John Vinueza, después que se posiciona, cerrado al proyecto. No podían entrar a trabajar, nadie, no 
podía llegar concejales, no podía adentrar el alcalde. En los puntos de trabajo grupos de 5/6 estaban 

vigilandoдЮѕиіЮ ѡCuidado con venir con policías, nos levantamos 3000/4000 personasдѢЮ 3 

The communities threatened to use coercive force if any unauthorized т as defined by the 
communities - actor tries to enter the area. John Vinueza responded by calling an assembly with 
all the persons involved - state and non-state. Esteban remembers:  

En el salón del municipio, entre 100 personas, presidentes, secretarios, tesoreros, todos venimos. 
Alcalde, concejales, directores. Entonces ahí, pasar de hablar en el micrófono, al frente yo, y el 

presidente de la Junta. Y Ahí, el alcalde, concejales, directores, todos hablan ellos, pero nosotros 
ŉƨĲƖƣĲƚдЮѡÉĲŶŸƖЮċũĦċũĬĲеЮƚŔЮĲƚЮƕƨĲЮŰŸЮőċǃЮĦŸůƓĲŰƚċĦŔŹŰеЮŰŸЮőċǃЮċŊƨċЮƓċƖċЮũċЮĦŔƨĬċĬЮĬĲЮÅŔŸĤċůĤċдѢ 3 

From this moment, Vinueza changed his tone. Eventually, while Napoleon Cadena had always 
maintained that compensation for Pungalá was ћoutrageousќЯШhe proposed a compensation 
scheme for Pungalá. This compensation scheme plays a central role in the exertion of a new form 
municipal control, not through sovereign governance but т as we will see in this subchapter - 
subtle techniques that work bottom-up and echo neoliberal governmentality. 

7.4.2 The Ordenanza & Different Responses in Pungalá 
The compensation scheme т ordenanza - essentially aims to compensate the Parish of Pungalá 
for the water they provide to Riobamba by implementing development projects its páramo. The 
ordenanza (Annex C) annually allocates 120.000 USD for the Parish of Pungalá. On top of that, 2 
cents per cubic metre for residential and 4 cents per cubic meter for industry will go to Pungalá 
through city tax. These taxes are not the same as the money that citizens of Riobamba have 
already paid for the Maguazo Project through water tax, but a different still-to-be-constructed 
trust fund called FOPAR. In the first asamblea I attended, Claudio Vega т the president of the 
Parish Board of Pungalá т specifically mentioned that the money is not for general infrastructure 
or social need, but for environmental development projects. It will be managed by FOPAR and 
not by the affected communities of Peltetec, Shullidiz, and Alao Llactapamba т though project 
proposals should be submitted by these communities.23 
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Fair compensation has already been a two-year struggle for Pungalá т but despite ћĦŸŰƚƣċŰƣШ
ĤċƣƣũĲƚШċŰĬШĬĲĤċƣĲƚќШŔƣШőċƚШƚƣŔũũШŰŸƣШůċƣĲƖŔċũŔǍĲĬ.23 Esteban specifies that many comuneros never 
believed that the ordinance would be formally accepted: ћno va a salirќ.23 This immense difficulty 
to accomplish compensation has left the Parish Board and some community leaders т one of 
them is Esteban т with the vision that quick resolution is desirable, even when technically it is an 
unfair compensation scheme. Negotiations are a strain for the Parish Board, which for years has 
had all its committees working on it т even the legal department. In fact, in the past, it has 
collaborated with lawyers Morocho and Robles, until  Vinueza specifically instructed Pungalá 
that he would not cooperate if lawyers were involved. Now, after 2 years, the ordenanza is in the 
second debate in the municipal council, the last debate before official approval. However, the 
deadlines for this debate keep getting pushed back. It was scheduled to take place during the 
research period, but shortly beforehand, four municipal councilmembers were arrested for fraud 
and corruption. ÂƨŰŊċũČќƚШĬetermination to fight for fair compensation is underpinned by meagre 
hopeаШћAhora ya tenemos al menos una esperanza, aunque sea solo el papelќ.23 The Parish Board, 
Esteban, and a part of the communities, nevertheless want Pungalá to engage with the 
municipality through dialogue and unity, even if it means settling for less than what many believe 
they deserve. President Claudio Vega also underscores the importance of staying within the law.  

Todos tenemos derecho a reclamar, todos tenemos derecho a expresar, todos tenemos derecho, 
derecho y derecho. Pero también tenemos nuestras obligaciones, y también debemos esperar la 

voluntad de las autoridades. No es que, a lo mejor, por un antojo diga ѡnoѢ o quiera hacerlo a mi manera, 
sino que debe ser dentro de la ley.6 

This first and dominant current opts for dialogue and unity, and while this sounds desirable, it is 
important to note that it does so under the pretext of compliance to the municipality. I 
understand this to be the main alternative hydrosocial imaginary that is present. 

There is a second, different vision т mainly vocalized and materialized by Alao Llactapamba and 
Shullidiz and led by Hugo т that rejects settling for less and insists on direct compensation for 
those who bore the ƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШŔůƓċĦƣЮ ћòŸЮĦƖĲŸЮƕƨĲЮĲƚЮŔŰŢƨƚƣŸѢ, says Hugo, referring to the 
ordinance.17 The central demand of this second current is that the municipality should commit 
to the main promise it consistently made: to pave the road from Pungalapamba to Alao. Hugo 
and Alao argue that they do not oppose the Maguazo Project, but that the promises made to them 
were broken, and the current ordinance does not reflect the harm they experienced. Although a 
minority, some participants in an asamblea that I attended side with Alao, like the leader of the 
community Chusga: 

El alcalde nos ofreció. Entonces, si algo ofrece, tiene que cumplir. No es que me votas algo o me haces 
de pago y yo no te voy a dar. Tampoco está bien eso. ¿Por qué nos están poniendo condiciones? 23 

While indignation is widely shared by all members in the asamblea, the main difference between 
the two currents is the way they envision ÂƨŰŊċũČќƚ response. The Alao-backed movement leans 
toward direct resistance and does not refrain from employing coercive conducts. In the next 
subchapter, we will see how resistance by the second current eventually culminated in blocking 
hydraulic infrastructure. 

7.4.3 Neoliberal Governance: The Price of Water 
While the ordenanza is framed as an environmental and social solution, it masks the persistence 
of extractivist control under a more acceptable and participatory guise. In this section I scrutinize 
how this unfolds.  
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The ordenanza, central in éŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШƣĲƖůЯШƚŔŊŰċũƚШċŰШŔĬĲŸũŸŊŔĦċũШƣƨƖŰЮШUnder Vinueza - elected 
through the centre-right alliance Vecinos en Acción, tied to the market-oriented parties Centro 
Democrático and RETO - sovereign power was not abandoned but combined with a new logic: 
one that encourages cooperation by offering future benefits т the ordinance т and shifts control 
from direct imposition to more subtle, incentive-based governance. Raúl critiques the 
ordinance, claiming that it pretends to empower through participation and environmentalism, 
but treats water and people as means, not ends. According to him, the ordinance only works as 
a means of control because of deep structural poverty in which material survival overrides 
collective care.  

Nosotros deberíamos ayudar. Tener una relación para que el agüita siempre llegue. Pero no hay eso. Es 
solo sacar y punto. No los vemos como sujetos. Solo vemos que el agua está ahí. [иіЮÉl [Pungaleño] no 
está proponiendo cómo proteger los páramos. Quizá lo diga un poco de palabra, pero en la práctica lo 

que quiere es la carretera. O un puestito de trabajo, o algo para sobrevivir.12  

Raúlќs statement aligns with my personal experience during field visits, asambleas, and 
interviews. Pungalá has a high outmigration rate, with large portions of communities having 
moved to Riobamba or abroad. In contrary to saving their livelihood, I did not experience the 
presence of a sense of urgency to save the páramo in the cosmovision of the people still living in 
Pungalá т though I recognize the limitations in my understanding of Pungalá as a foreigner. The 
discourse of care and environmental guardianship enacted in asambleas and formal spaces is 
largely absent in daily practice - not because of apathy, but because survival imperatives 
dominate. The compensation demands of Pungalá - often framed as part of indigenous 
stewardship - are ultimately a way for the municipality to secure future water flows through 
environmental intervention. But the stewards themselves are sidelined because in the end 
[§Â ÅШůċŰċŊĲƚШƣőĲШŉƨŰĬƚШċŰĬШƓƖŸőŔĤŔƣƚШƣőĲŔƖШƨƚĲШŉŸƖШƣőĲШƓċƖŔƚőќƚШċĦƣƨċũШŰĲĲĬƚЮ Raúl explains 
how resistance then becomes co-opted into extractivist logic. 

Ya no es la organización indígena. Es en nombre de los indígenas. En nombre del supuesto cuidado de la 
Pachamama, del Ayacu y todo eso. Solo es eso: el nombre. Pero se sigue privilegiando la lógica 

extractivista. 12 

What Raúl means is that what once was resistance - organized efforts to block the project and 
assert territorial control - has ŰŸƽШĤĲĲŰШċĤƚŸƖĤĲĬШŔŰƣŸШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĲǂƣƖċĦƣŔƻŔƚƣШċŊĲŰĬċЮШ
Framed as participation and environmental stewardship, through the ordenanza, resistance 
essentially serves the municipalityќƚШŊŸċũƚШŸŉШĦŸŰƣƖŸũШċŰĬШƽċƣĲƖШƚĲĦƨƖŔƣǃЮ Additionally, I want to 
stress that even this is all still hypothetical rhetoric, because it is unclear if the ordinance will 
ever be accepted at all. What is clear to me т I consider this an important finding of my research 
т is that the people of Pungalá are not in desperate need for páramo conservation projects. 
Pungalá т and certainly also Alao-Maguazo - needs proper infrastructure and clean drinking water 
systems. Lawyer and activist Morocho uncovers the ordenanza as a distraction from the 
structural neglect and historical injustice the communities have to face in a region that gives 
everything but receives nothing. 

Pungalá abastece con energía eléctrica para gran parte de la provincia de Chimborazo. Pungalá va a 
abastecer 500 L por segundo hasta el año 2050. A cambio de nada. Pungalá sigue tomando agua de 

entubada en algunas partes, incluso agua directamente de la acequia del río.9 

The extractivist logic is not only visible in how the money will be allocated, but also in the amount. 
Together with Simón т former vice-prefect of Chimborazo - we calculated that, with an estimated 
35.000 water users in Riobamba, the 2 and 4 cents/m3 annually for domestic and industry 
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respectively amounts to 25.000 USD per year. Paired with the fixed amount of 120.000 USD this 
makes 145.000 USD annually that is allocated to the parish government of Pungalá, to be used 
for environmental projects in its páramo. While this may seem enough, Simón calls it a chiste 
(joke) and insufficient to fund meaningful projects.18 And this estimate includes all water users in 
Riobamba, not just those in the areas to be served by the Maguazo project - leaving open the 
question of how these variables will really be defined later. Simón proposes that a more 
impactful scheme would charge at least 0.25 USD/m3.18 This allocation is further undermined by 
the fact that the ordinance - initially promised by Vinueza to be completed within one month of 
taking office - has stretched into a multi-year delay, revealing a lack of urgency and genuine 
commitment.  At the same time, as the State Comptroller report shows, sums of money in the 
millions that went into the project are unaccounted for. Together, this demonstrates that the 
intention of restoring and caring for the Maguazo páramo т just like establishing a fair 
compensation for the peasants of Pungalá - is a secondary goal of the municipality. What is the 
primary goal? 

7.4.4 éŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШÅĲċĦƣŔŸŰ 
I asked mayor Vinueza about his view on the ordinanceЮШéŔŰƨĲǍċШƖĲŢĲĦƣƚШƣőĲШƽŸƖĬШћĦŸůƓĲŰƚċƣŔŸŰќШ
ŔƣƚĲũŉЯШƓƖĲŉĲƖƖŔŰŊШƣőĲШƽŸƖĬШћƓċƖƣŔĦŔƓċƣŔŸŰќЮШcŔƚШƖĲċƚŸŰŔŰŊаШћcompensationќШimplies obligation or 
ƽƖŸŰŊĬŸŔŰŊЯШ ƽőŔũĲШ ћƓċƖƣŔĦŔƓċƣŔŸŰќШ ƚƨŊŊĲƚƣƚШƓċƖƣŰĲƖƚőŔƓЮ Still, Vinueza admits that the real 
demands of the communities are for tangible works т roads, infrastructure т not conservation. 
He states that the environmental rhetoric of the communities is not sincere, and sees their 
demands as instrumental, motivated by short-term and individualistic interests. 

¿Es la protección del páramo el pretexto o es el fin? ѕиіЮѡCuidemos el agua, pero hágame el camino a mi 
ĦċƚċЮǃЮĬĲЮƓċƚŸЮċǃƩĬĲůĲЮĦŸŰЮƨŰЮĤŸƖƖĲŊƨŔƣŸиѢЮEs un poco esta cosa, entre el interés individual no 

aceptado por la colectividad. ѕиіЮHay un doble discurso. ¡Triple discurso!  21 

When I asked Vinueza specifically about the road т the central demand of Alao т he claims that a 
ћũŸĦċũШƣƖċŰƚƓŸƖƣШũĲċĬĲƖќШт Hugo т stirred controversy for political reasons (see chapter 7.5 for 
those events). Rather than addressing the concrete demands, Vinueza talks about how the 
community is a political theatre. Instead of presenting Pungalá as unjustly neglected, he portrays 
it as politically fragmented, historically confrontational, and driven by personal interests, 
masked as communal. 

Hoy vengo de vestido de poncho y exijo por Pungalá y mañana voy con chompa a exigir por San Martín de 
Veranillo. 21 

At the same time, Vinueza emphasizes that he inherited a deeply flawed situation. He insists that 
the delays in the Maguazo Project ƚƣĲůШŉƖŸůШŰĲĲĬŔŰŊШƣŸШŉŸƖůċũŔǍĲШċŰĬШũĲŊċũŔǍĲШƽőċƣШ9ċĬĲŰċќƚШ
administration signed informally under pressure from the communities. On the matter of the 
road demanded by Alao, he explains that this promise was unlawfully made by Cadena, that he 
simply cannot legally carry it out, and that he therefore wants to delegitimize it.  

[ŔƖůŹЮƨŰЮƓċƓĲũЮůƨǃЮŔŰŉŸƖůċũЮѕдддіЮŰŸЮĲƚЮŰŔЮƚŔƕƨŔĲƖċЮƨŰЮĦŸŰƻĲŰŔŸдЮѕиіЮòŸЮŰŸЮƓƨĲĬŸЮĦŸŰƚƣƖƨŔƖЮĲƚċЮƻŖċеЮ
ũĲŊċũůĲŰƣĲЮŰŸЮƓƨĲĬŸдЮѕиіЮEntonces logré romper el convenio ilegal. 21 

In this sense, Vinueza is not simply obstructing demands but trying to find a way to solve the legal 
mess in which he took power. He points out that he could legally never pave the road because it 
falls under provincial authority. Simónт ex prefect т confirms this.18  
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Still, while Vinueza frames ƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШƚőŸƖƣĦŸůŔŰŊƚШċƚШŔŰőĲƖŔƣĲĬШƓƖŸĤũĲůƚШċŰĬШũĲŊċũШ
complexities, he calls Alao, demanding compensation, out for being contradictory and 
opportunistic . Community resistance, according to him, is inconsistent, politically motivated, 
and driven by personal rather than collective or environmental concerns. But following RaúlќƚШ
ċŰĬШ~ŸƖŸĦőŸќƚШũŸŊŔĦЯШŸƓƓŸƖƣƨŰŔƚůШŔƚШŰŸƣШƚĲĲŰШċƚШċШůŸƖċũШŉũċƽШĤƨƣШċƚШċШlogical survival response 
rooted in a history of exploitation. As explained in chapter 2, indigenous peoples and peasants 
were forced onto steep, unfertile lands by Spanish colonists and hacienda owners т its effects 
are still present today. Also Vinueza acknowledges this, as at one point he states: 

Los pueblos rurales han conseguido las cosas peleando ante las indiferencias de las autoridades que 
suelen estar en el área urbana.21 

fŰШŸƣőĲƖШƽŸƖĬƚЯШéŔŰƨĲǍċШĦŸŰŉŔƖůƚШƣőċƣШƣőĲШĦŸůůƨŰŔƣŔĲƚќШcontroversial relationship with the state 
т in this case municipality of Riobamba т is not a cultural fault, but a response to the historic 
structural marginalization they experienced. Later he states: ћes un tema socialќЮШ21 And those 
words are exactly what the ordinance neglects: it frames the deeply social and political conflict 
as a technocratic exercise to be solved by legal frameworks and tokenistic participation . Instead 
of framing Alao т specifically Hugo - for having a double discourse, in reality it is the municipality 
that reveals its own contradictions. It publicly promotes environmental values, claiming the 
ordinance will help restore the páramo ċŰĬШůċťĲШÂƨŰŊċũČШћƓċƖƣŔĦŔƓċƣŸƖǃШpartners.ќ But it has 
already taken more than two years for it to move through the approval process - showing a lack 
of urgency and political will. Vinuezaт perhaps unintentionally - reveals how the ordinance is 
designed not to empower Pungalá, but to secure compliance:  

Les he dicho a ellos de tal manera que si cierran las llaves [block the intake], se quedan sin recursos 
ustedes. 21 

It shows how Vinueza sees the ordinance as a governance tool to incentivize cooperation and 
disincentivize resistance. He is strategic about not using force, acknowledging that the police is 
made up largely out of rural people and that it could never control the entirety of Pungalá т 
Cadena witnessed this firsthand. Instead, the ordenanza incentivizes Pungalá into compliance 
from below, again, echoing neoliberal governmentality. 

7.4.5 Empty Empowerment 
The ordenanza does not challenge the extractive relations set up by Cadena but reframes them 
through the narratives of participation and compensation.  It reflects a shift toward neoliberal 
governance strategies that occurred under Vinueza, where governance no longer predominantly 
relies on imposition but on shaping behaviour bottom-up, through frameworks like the 
ordenanza. While presented as empowerment for the comuneros in Pungalá, it enables the 
municipality to control the Maguazo waters while compensation funds are externally managed 
by FOPAR, not-to-be-used for pressing community needs and not enough for proper 
environmental páramo projects. Environmentalist discourses - agua es vida, quidemos el 
páramo - are employed by both the municipality and Pungalá - although the latter employs it as 
a response out of desperation for the ordinance to pass - ultimately allowing for Raúlќƚ ћlógica 
extractivistaќШƣŸШpersist. In the next subchapter, I will scrutinize the resistance movement of Alao 
and how the second alternative hydrosocial territory aims to materialize itself in these 
unfavourable conditions.  



 

35 
 

7.5 RESISTANCE AND COMPLIANCE UNDER VINUEZA 
?ĲƚƓŔƣĲШ ƣőĲШ ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШ ƚőŔŉƣШ ƣŸƽċƖĬШ ĦŸůƓĲŰƚċƣŔŸŰШ ċŰĬШ ŔŰĦĲŰƣŔƻĲ-based governance, 
resistance to the Maguazo Project persisted. This section explores how different actors - rural 
communities, civil society, and even state institutions т employed different forms of counter-
conduct to challenge the project. While some relied on territory-based resistance or legal 
pressure, others worked from within state frameworks to expose contradictions and push for 
accountability.  

7.5.1 Communitarian Resistance and its Legal Limits 
While the ordenanza effectively fragmented PungaláќƚШƨŰŔƣǃЯШƖĲƚŔƚƣċŰĦĲШƨŰĬĲƖШéŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШŰĲƽШ
logic still emerged, coming from the communities of Alao Llactapamba and Shullidiz and let by 
Hugo. It culminated in a key moment during the research period. In December 2024 the two 
communities blocked the intake in Maguazo using sandbags and wooden pallets. They also 
diverted the river with stones, lowering the flow into the intake. To top it off, they locked the 
entrance with a steel chain so that government officials of employees of Consorcio Alao could 
not enter (see figure 7). In an asamblea I attended, the demands were explained by a 
representative of Alao as follows: 

Lo que Alao está exigiendo es el mejoramiento de la vía, una necesidad fundamental. Ese compromiso lo 
hizo el señor alcalde, y ahora estamos pidiendo que lo cumpla. Si ellos cumplen, nadie va a oponerse, 

porque nadie está loco para resistirse sin motivo. 23 

This happened just as Vinueza had announced that the water from Maguazo would be gifted as 
ÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШћChristmas ƓƖĲƚĲŰƣќ - the valves were promised to open on Christmas Eve. The 
ŊƖŸƨƓќƚШċĦƣŔŸŰƚШĬŔƖĲĦƣũǃШĬŔƚƖƨƓƣĲĬШƣőċƣШƓũċŰ and the municipality was symbolically humiliated. 
With the water that was already in the system, Vinueza opened the valves, but soon after they 
were closed again because pipes had burst in the distribution network in San Martín de Veranillo, 
flooding the street. 

It is important to note that the blockade was strategically timed to occur before the water was 
supposedly released on Christmas Eve. For the communities in Alao, allowing water to flow 
before a fair compensation deal was made would undermine their legislative leverage. As 
Esteban т whose community Peltetec did not partake in the blockade - points out, once the 
Maguazo system is operational and formally handed over to municipal water company EMAPAR, 
obstructing access becomes legally prosecutable. 

Si la compañía entrega la obra... ahí ya no podemos cerrar las llaves. ¡Juicio! ¡Dirigentes presos! 

Esteban refers to Article 12 of the Ecuadorian Constitution of 2008, which states that: 

El derecho humano al agua es fundamental e irrenunciable. El agua constituye un patrimonio nacional 
estratégico de uso público, inalienable, imprescriptible, inembargable y esencial para la vida. 

(Constitución de la República del Ecuador, 2008, art 12).  
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Figure 8. Pictures capturing the act of resistance by the communities of Alao Llactapamba and Shullidiz, led by Hugo. 
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Once the Maguazo system is operational and serves the public, interfering with its flow could be 
interpreted as a violation of this constitutional right, especially under the principle of universal 
access. Jorge Morocho т who in his career has opposed the work ethic of the municipal 
administrations - confirms this and warns against the state instrumentalizing Article 12 to 
disregard other constitutional rights, such as Article 55 (communal and indigenous rights), 
Article 98 (right to resistance), and ILO Convention 169 (free, prior, and informed consent). 
Morocho legitimizes strategic resistance via Article 98, stressing that it remains legal only while 
the infrastructure is not yet operational. 

[ƖĲŰƣĲЮċЮĲƚƣċЮĦŸƖƖƨƓĦŔŹŰдддЮĲƚЮũŸЮƕƨĲЮĲƚƣČЮőċĦŔĲŰĬŸЮƨƚŸЮĬĲũЮċƖƣŖĦƨũŸЮάΫеЮѡ?ĲƖĲĦőŸЮċЮũċЮƖĲƚŔƚƣĲŰĦŔċѢдЮNo se 
contrapone con nadie. 9 

The dynamic shows how sovereign governmentality reasserts itself through legal frameworks 
that transform political resistance into prosecutable offenses. What begins as a localized 
struggle over territory and compensation is ultimately constrained by the state's claim to manage 
essential public goods in the name of ћuniversalќШrights. In practice, Article 12 and the threat of 
losing leverage is what ultimately resulted in an overwhelming asamblea vote of 25-2 in favour of 
lifting the blockade. For Hugo, it revealed how the design of the compensation scheme, framed 
as a shared development opportunity, redistributed incentives in a way that fragmented direct 
resistance. Not a technical decision but a political strategy: divide y vencerás. In the end, the 
people of Alao Llactapamba and Shullidiz simply seek compensation for the tangible harm and 
suffering they endured during the construction process of the Maguazo Project. But whereas 
Hugo and his followers would not settle for an unfair compensation scheme, other involved 
people in Pungalá т board members, leaders, or peasants т ƚĲĲШƣőĲШƻŸƣĲќƚШŸƨƣĦŸůĲШċƚШċШƽŔn. 
Time is ticking as the ever-ŰĲċƖŔŰŊШĦŸůƓũĲƣŔŸŰШŸŉШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣШĦŸƨũĬШũĲŊċũũǃШƨŰĬĲƖůŔŰĲШƣőĲШƓċƖŔƚőќШ
position at the negotiation table. For them, it is as Esteban states:  

Algo hemos logrado, peor nada. 3 

7.5.2 State vs. State: Institutional Paralysis 
Article 12 of the Ecuadorian constitution is not only repressing communitarian resistance but 
also plays out within state institutions themselves. Renato т technician at the Ministry of 
Environment that is responsible for monitoring and authorizing the project т openly discredits the 
Maguazo Project and explains how Article 12 prevents them from being able to shut it down: 

El problema es que todavía no se ha ejecutado todo el proyecto. El Estado les dio un plazo de cinco años 
y no cumplieron, entonces se debería cancelar. Pero como se trata de agua para consumo humano, y la 

ley y la Constitución garantizan ese derecho, nosotros tenemos que exigir que se cumpla con el 
proyecto.4 

This shows that tőĲƖĲШŔƚШŰŸƣШŸŰũǃШċШƚƣċƣĲШŸŉШŉƖċŊůĲŰƣċƣŔŸŰШƽŔƣőŔŰШƣőĲШƚƣċƣĲќƚШŔĬĲċШŸŉШƣőĲШMaguazo 
Project, but also that institutional paralysis, through Article 12 of the constitution, causes no one 
to act.   

Nosotros lo que tendríamos que hacer es ya pedir la cancelación de ese proyecto, pero nadie lo va a 
hacer. ѕиіЮÂŸũŖƣŔĦċůĲŰƣĲЮŰŸЮũŸЮƻċŰЮċЮőċĦĲƖдЮEƚЮĤċƚƣċŰƣĲЮƣƖŔƚƣĲд4  

The ministry is aware of non-compliance by the municipality in the carrying out of the Maguazo 
Project but unable to intervene, essentially locking it into complicity. Article 12 т just like in the 
communitarian battlefield of resistance т is instrumentalized to protect an unfulfilled urban 
project at the expense of Pungalá and tax-paying citizens of Riobamba. The constitutional right 
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becomes a legal shield for technocratic failure, undermining accountability. The state is thus not 
a unified actor but a space of competing logics. The Maguazo Project represents a site of internal 
contradiction, where urban extraction is legitimized even in the face of non-compliance and rural 
injustices. The efforts of the Ministry of Environment, keeping pressure on the municipality in 
finishing the Maguazo project т even though state-based т essentially become an alternative 
counter-conduct of their own. 

The director of ÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШƽċƣĲƖШĦŸůƓċŰǃ EMAPAR, Nelson Miñoz, largely affirms key findings 
ŔŰШƣőŔƚШĦőċƓƣĲƖаШőĲШĦƖŔƣŔƕƨĲƚШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШƓŸũŔƣŔĦċũШċŰĬШƣĲĦőŰŸĦƖċƣŔĦШŸƖŔŊŔŰƚЯШĦŸŰŉŔƖůƚШƣőĲШ
overstatement of water scarcity, acknowledges community exclusion, and attributes 
construction failures to mismanagement by Consorcio Alao. He supports the turn toward 
compensation via a municipal ordinance, seeing it as overdue fairness. However, he contests 
portrayals of total failure, asserting the project is technically functional despite flaws, and 
distances EMAPAR from early responsibility, framing it as a sidelined actor now positioned to 
take over and complete the system once operational.20  

Ángel Vallejo, director of environmental management at the municipality, deflects core 
responsibility to EMAPAR, repeatedly stating that both project oversight and technical design fall 
under its jurisdiction, ƚƨŊŊĲƚƣŔŰŊШ ƣőĲШ ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШ ĦƨƖƖĲŰƣШ ƖŸũĲШ ŔƚШ ƓƖŔůċƖŔũǃШ ƚŸĦŔċũШ ċŰĬШ
compensatory.19 He does confirm ƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣќƚШůŔƚůċŰċŊĲůĲŰƣаШőĲШĬĲƚĦƖŔĤĲƚШthe lack of 
financial transparency, repeated delays, absent leadership, and disregard for community 
knowledge during construction. He views the compensation plan as a response to earlier social 
neglect but admits the funds are minimal - echoing EstebanќƚШƖĲůċƖťаШћpeor que nadaѢ. Miñoz 
and Vallejo т whose office building are across the street from each other т after 7 years of active 
construction are still directly contradicting each other in their view of the Maguazo project, 
revealing once more the internal contradictions that are present between different state 
apparatuses.  

Another internal state contradiction is the Hidroeléctrica Alao, owned and managed by the state 
company Empresa Electrica de Riobamba, and in direct contestation with the Maguazo Project. 
Although not in an official interview, I spoke to one of the employees operating the intake of the 
hydropower plant in Alao and was told that the Maguazo project will undoubtedly reduce the 
ƓũċŰƣќƚШƓŸƽĲƖШŸƨƣƓƨƣШт albeit by a little since the largest portion of water stems from the Alao 
River. This is another example of an intra-state contradiction: two state entities are in 
contestation with one another over the Maguazo water. Since interviews were mostly focused on 
the compensation side of things, no direct questions to officials were asked about this 
contradiction .  

7.5.3 Comisión Ciudadana de Anticorrupción 
Thus far, I have not explicitly addressed corruption as a factor in the mismanagement and delays 
of the Maguazo Project. Yet the data contains many accounts of corruption at different levelsу
within the municipality, Consorcio Alao, and even in Pungalá. Beyond interviews, numerous 
people described it as a normalized reality in Ecuadorian public life. While this thesis cannot 
investigate it in depth, I reiterate from Chapter 6.5 that I approach corruption not as moral failure 
but as an expression of neoliberal governmentality, operating through informal practices and 
shadow networks. 

The Comisión Ciudadana de Anticorrupción (CCA) in Riobamba, led by Adrián, represents 
organized resistance to this mismanagement. A citizen initiative, supported voluntarily by a local 
ũċƽШŉŔƖůЯШƣőĲШ99 ШƨƚĲƚШƣőĲШƚƣċƣĲќƚШŸƽŰШũċƽƚШƣŸШőŸũĬШŔƣШċĦĦŸƨŰƣċĤũĲЮШ ũƣőŸƨŊőШŰŸƣШŉŸƖůċũũǃШ
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recognized by any ministry, it has notarized its statutes and regulations, legitimizing itself as a 
civic actor. The committee files denuncias (complaints) with the Consejo de la Judicatura and 
Fiscalía General del Estado ċŰĬШőċƚШƖĲƓĲċƣĲĬũǃШƖĲƕƨĲƚƣĲĬШċŰШċƨĬŔƣШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШ9ŸůƓƣƖŸũũĲƖќƚШ§ŉŉŔĦĲЮШ
In April 2025, it accused judges Toscano and Valverde of mishandling Maguazo-related cases 
(Comisión Ciudadana de Anticorrupción, 2025). As Pazmiño affirms: ћSi no se denuncia, la 
corrupción se institucionaliza.ќ 

The CCA embodies an alternative conduct: citizens use state frameworks to confront corruption 
from within. Unlike leaders such as Esteban or Hugo, who resist through communitarian logics 
of justice, Pazmiño and the CCA engage the state on its own terms, using state-based 
accountability mechanisms to challenge its complicity. 

7.5.4 Foro de Los Recursos Hídricos Chimborazo 
While the Comissión Ciudadana de Anticorrupción approaches resistance from a legal 
perspective, the Foro de los Recursos Hídricos Chimborazo т part of a larger national network т 
is a provincial platform for dialogue, education, and coordination around water governance. I 
attended its yearly assembly, where a multitude of actors т community leaders, academics, 
NGOs, and state representatives т came together to discuss water related issues. The Foro is not 
dependent on any ministry or government body and functions out of social commitment. Gabriel 
puts it: 

El foro no es una organización o una institución, sino más bien una plataforma técnica que hace un 
trabajo de investigación, de capacitación [...] sobre todo en la gestión del agua.15 

From attending the Forum т partaking in workshops and listening to speeches т I concluded that 
it is not a depoliticized space but actively challenges dominant technocratic water governance 
logic. It promotes a relational and territorial understanding of water governance, rooted in 
community inclusion, ecology, and watershed-scale thinking. In fact, the main speaker at the 
event was Carmen, an indigenous woman who at the time was running for asambleista of 
Ecuador. It appears that the Foro appropriates technology to employ counter-conduct under 
their respective cosmovision, rather than replicating dominant technocratic logic. 

One of the key conservation efforts supported by the Foro is the Área de Conservación y Uso 
Sostenible (ACUS), a project covering 21,000 hectares of páramo, including Maguazo. While the 
Foro does not manage the project, it plays a central role in its advancement by cultivating 
awareness and offering support through technical coordination. Gabriel is actively promoting 
ACUS in government circles. I attended one of his meetings with Marcelo Pino, director of Zone 
3 of the Ministry of Environment, Water, and Ecological Transition, and Simón, ex-prefect of 
Chimborazo, in which they discussed different strategies to push forward ACUS. The meeting, 
just like RenatoќƚШŔŰƣĲƖƻŔĲƽ, exemplified once again the fractured nature of the state - where 
different apparatuses pursue contradictory agendas. 

7.6 FORGOTTEN COMMUNITY: EXCLUSION, RESISTANCE & ACCOMMODATION IN 

MOLOBOG 
This chapter has thus far largely described the past and ongoing hydropolitical dynamics in 
Pungalá, but it is not the only community that had to bear the consequences of the Maguazo 
Project. The story of ƣőĲШћŉŸƖŊŸƣƣĲŰќШĦŸůůƨŰŔƣǃШŸŉШMolobog is one of community goodwill, broken 
promises, and broken roads, where resistance is not self-evident. 
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7.6.1 Expropriation of Land for the Treatment Plant 
ŉƣĲƖШòČŰĲǍќШċĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰШĬĲĦŔĬĲĬШƣŸШĬƖċƽШƽċƣĲƖШŉƖŸůШÂƨŰŊċũČЯШƣőĲШƖĲůċŔŰŔŰŊШŔƚƚƨĲШƽċƚШƣőĲШ

location of the treatment plant. The land it occupies was originally reclaimed by the people of 
Molobog, who in 1993 collectively purchased 38 cuadras from a private hacienda and formed 
Mushug Ashpa ƣŸШůċŰċŊĲШĬĲƻĲũŸƓůĲŰƣЮШÑƽŸШƓũŸƣƚЯШƚƣŔũũШŔŰШũĲŊċũШĬŔƚƓƨƣĲШƽŔƣőШƣőĲШőċĦŔĲŰĬċќƚШőĲŔƖƚЯШ
were later offered to the municipality when pressure grew to secure land for the Maguazo Project. 
Viewing the project as a public good, the community allowed construction under certain 
conditions. This history of collective land acquisition and negotiated access is key to later 
tensions over ownership, legitimacy, and unmet expectations. 

7.6.2 The Forgotten Community 
Further downstream, in Molobog, the problematic work ethic of the municipality and Consorcio 
Alao also resulted in broken promises and socio-economic costs for the community. The most 
ƚƣƖŔťŔŰŊШĤƖŸťĲŰШƓƖŸůŔƚĲШƽċƚШ9ċĬĲŰċќƚШċĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰШƚƨƓƓŸƚĲĬũǃШŔŰĦũƨĬŔŰŊ Molobog in the 
design of the Maguazo Project. They were also to receive the potable water from the treatment 
plant - in that time still to be constructed. However, they were later told that the water would go 
exclusively to Riobamba, and that Molobog had never been considered in the design. Diego is 
visibly frustrated when he explains that: 

Últimamente, el agua potable [Napoleon Cadena] nos ocultó, porque en ese momento sí dijeron que nos 
van a conceder. Y luego resulta que el proyecto es hecho únicamente para Riobamba y no se puede dar a 

las comunidades.1 

This exclusion feels like a betrayal for Diego. While the water is purified in their own backyard, 
they still rely on untreated or minimally treated sources and watch the clean water flow past and 
out of sight. Verónica т whose backyard literally is the treatment plant - frames the irony well. 

Es como tener la fuente del agua y estarnos muriendo de sed al lado.11 

In many ways, Molobog comes across to me as the quiet and accommodating actor in this story 
- rarely raising its voice, and therefore often considered last when benefits are distributed. Even 
in this thesis, its story is portrayed last, and after the sensational story of resistance and 
occupation in Pungalá. 

7.6.3 Unfulfilled Compensations and Silent Occupation 
The municipality т as compensation for the expropriated land and inconveniences т also 
promised to construct a stadium for youth on top of the characteristic hill on which Molobog is 
located, but neither did this occur. Today, in 2025, it has become an ongoing joke in Molobog to 
ƚċǃШћũĲƣќƚШŊŸШƣŸШƣőĲШƚƣċĬŔƨůќШƽőĲŰШreferring to the top of the hill.  

Under supervision from the municipality, Consorcio Alao maltreated Molobog. When 
construction began, they ƖĲƕƨĲƚƣĲĬШƣŸШƨƚĲШ~ŸũŸĤŸŊќƚШĦŸůůƨŰŔƣǃШƚƣŸƖċŊĲШĦĲŰƣƖĲШŔŰƚƣĲċĬШŸŉШ
building their own facilities, offering minor improvementsуsuch as fencing and pavingуin 
return. The community agreed and lent the space without charging rent, viewing it as a gesture of 
support for what they believed was a project for the common good. The initial agreement was for 
one and a half years, but as construction stalled, the consortium repeatedly asked for 
extensions, each time renewing promises that were never fully honoured. Eight years later, they 
continue to occupy the space without compensation, and the promised improvements remain 
largely unfulfilled.  
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7.6.4 The Limits of Resistance 
The people of Molobog do not dare to take matters into their own hands and reoccupy the offices.  

Nosotros tranquilamente podemos desocuparles porque inclusiva aquí ya vemos gente, podemos venir. 
Pero después van a decir que por nosotros no acaban la obra, que nosotros le hemos interrumpido, que 

nosotros le hemos mostrado. Entonces eso no queremos.3 

Apart from this social pressure, Diego indicates that institutional threats are also a reason for not 
resisting. 

No queremos meternos en problemas legales, sino simplemente que cumplan los compromisos, 
inclusive el llamado al diálogo, aunque se lleguemos a otros acuerdos. ѕиіЮ o podemos estar tampoco 
yéndonos a la ley y toda esa situación porque también significa un distanciamiento que a lo mejor ellos 

ya no van a trabajar y nos van a poner como un pretextoдЮѕиі es una forma de cuidarnos para que no haya 
eso de que nos echen la culpa a nosotros.1 

Due to pragmatic and legal reasons Molobog opts for dialogue with Consorcio Alao instead of 
clear anti-conducts. But this dialogue remains hard to establish. When Consorcio Alao pledged 
to participate in social support efforts, such as providing small Christmas gifts for the children of 
Molobog, but failed to deliver, Diego did not even manage to contact them. Eventually, he had to 
buy sweets out of his own pocket for over 200 children; the consortium never reimbursed him.1 

7.6.5 From Silent Harm to Visible Protest 
The municipality also promised proper roads and sidewalks to the community. Although some 
work was completed, it was poorly executed and without regard for Molobog. The municipality 
started fencing off the land without preserving access routes that the community had 
traditionally used. This included sidewalks and back paths around the plant site. This blocking of 
access routes disrupted daily life in Molobog, where these paths т used for generations - were 
essential for walking, commuting, and community connection. Diego highlights the longstanding 
use of these paths: 

Porque toda la vida hemos caminado y no era justo que el municipio venga y nos bote cerrando, 
interrumpiendo vías.1 

The community organized a protest, gathering about 80 people to confront EMAPAR and 
demanding the reopening and preservation of access. They specifically protested against the 
unauthorized closure of traditional paths, the lack of consultation prior to construction, and the 
aggressive fencing and excavation without community consent. The protest was successful, with 
the municipality agreeing to leave paths open and make space for sidewalks and access roads. 

While Molobog did not protest against Consorcio Alao for the occupation of their community 
offices, they did protest the municipality for blocking access roads. It reminds us again of 
9ũĲċƻĲƖќƚШŰŸƣŔŸŰƚШŸŰШƖĲƚŔƚƣċŰĦĲЯШƓƖĲƚĦƖŔĤŔŰŊШĦĲƖƣċŔŰШĦŸŰĬŔƣŔŸŰƚШċũũŸƽŔŰŊ to resistance to emerge 
or not.  

7.6.6 Infrastructural Contradictions and Broken Trust 
Two years earlier, the provincial government had paved the road from Riobamba to Licto - the 
parish to which Molobog belongs - at a cost of one million USD.2 However, when Consorcio Alao 
laid the Maguazo ProjectќƚШƓŔƓĲũŔŰĲШƣőĲǃШĤƖŸťĲШŸƓĲŰШƣőĲШrecently paved road. The repairs were 
substandard, leaving one lane in such poor condition that drivers now commonly use the left lane 
when no oncoming traffic is visible, creating hazardous situations. On one occasion, a bus got 
stuck in the damaged right lane - fortunately without injuries. This shows that generally uniformly 
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portrayed government is not a monolithic block but contains internal contradictions -  in this case 
between the municipality of Riobamba and the provincial government of Chimborazo.  

The people of Molobog suffered under the construction of the piping and the road. Verónica 
recalls: 

Empezaron a romper la carretera y era mucho polvo... no se podía comer porque comías con tierra.11 

Verónica and DiegoќƚШĲǂƓĲƖŔĲŰĦĲƚ illustrate how broken promises translate into real material and 
economic harm у not just inconvenience. 
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8 ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

8.1 DOMINANT HYDROSOCIAL TERRITORY AND GOVERNMENTALITY 
What dominant hydrosocial territory can be identified surrounding the Maguazo Project and to what 

extent has it materialized through governmentality strategies? 

8.1.1 Dominant Hydrosocial Territory 
The dominant hydrosocial territory surrounding the Maguazo Project is envisioned by the 
municipality of Riobamba through technocratic and neoliberal imaginaries. In this vision, 
Maguazoќs water is redefined as a scarce commodity to be efficiently delivered to urban 
Riobamba, stripped of its political nature and detached from upstream territorial claims. This 
imaginary has been progressively materialized through shifting and overlapping governmentality 
strategies under multiple municipal  administrations. 

8.1.2 Truth Governmentality: Naturalizing the Maguazo Water 
Under Mayor Yánez, Truth governmentality framed the Maguazo Project as inherently necessary, 
legitimized by a scarcity narrative despite technical evidence that the real issue ċƖĲШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚ 
internal distribution inefficiencies. Even though Maguazo was ecologically, hydraulically, and 
socially less optimal than other options, the municipality still opted for Maguazo. During this 
research, not a single upstream or downstream actor openly opposed the idea of the Maguazo 
transfer, showing how deeply the scarcity narrative had been internalized. As a result of this top-
down imposition of Truth, people are self-and-inter correcting, showing how disciplinary 
governmentality complements the Truth governmentality present here.  

Under Cadena, this Truth framing persisted into the construction phase. The project continued 
to be presented as unquestionably good and non-negotiable, marginalizing upstream knowledge 
systems. Technical choices - such as burying pipelines in landslide-prone terrain in Pungalá 
despite community warnings - reflected not only engineering miscalculation but the 
epistemological hierarchy in Truth governmentality. 

8.1.3 Sovereign Governmentality: Coercion, Control & Divide-y-Vencerás 
9ċĬĲŰċќƚШ ċĬůŔŰŔƚƣƖċƣŔŸŰШcombined this truth regime with sovereign governmentality: 
hierarchical imposition, centralized authority, and coercive or contractual control over Pungalá 
and Molobog. Construction was imposed without prior consultation, going against free, prior, 
and informed consent principles. At the same time, the municipality leaned on its formal 
authority to legitimize the project, invoking laws that enshrine water as a strategic resource of the 
state and citing its concessionary rights to divert flows. This legal framing provided a powerful 
shield: while communities fought for recognition, the municipality appealed to the constitution 
and national water law to present Maguazo as not only legitimate but inevitable. 

When resistance emerged, the municipality engaged in informal negotiations, promising tangible 
infrastructure - paving the PungalapambaтAlao road for Pungalá, including Molobog in the 
drinking water network, and building a stadium. These promises were later dismissed by Vinueza 
as informal and beyond his jurisdiction, showing how legal framing can be strategically 
instrumentalized т a form of sovereign governmentality. 

The coercive side of sovereign power was visible in blatant physical harm: Consorcio Alao 
damaged sections of the Riobamba-Licto road and the Pungalapamba-Alao road during 
construction, creating unsafe conditions, and in Molobog used local infrastructure under a short-
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term arrangement with Mushug Ashpa, never delivering the promised improvements and 
ultimately occupying community offices without consent. 

Sovereign tactics also included divide-y-vencerás: distributing small gifts such as cement or 
irrigation tubing to selected communities while excluding others. These arbitrary benefits 
fractured collective resistance and secured loyalty from some leaders, silencing calls for 
structural compensation. 

8.1.4 Neoliberal and Disciplinary Governmentalities: Governing through Incentives 
?ƨƖŔŰŊШéŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШƣĲƖůЯШċƚШĦŸůůƨŰċũШŸĦĦƨƓċƣŔŸŰƚШƚƣċũũĲĬШƣőĲШƓƖŸŢĲĦƣЯШƚŸƻĲƖĲŔŊŰШċŰĬШƣƖƨƣő-based 
strategies were complemented with neoliberal and disciplinary governmentalities. The 
introduction of the ordenanza created an incentive-based governance mechanism: 
compensation would be available only to communities that followed set procedures and 
conformed to municipal definitions of ћappropriateќШconduct. 

This reflects neoliberal governmentality: treating communities as rational actors making 
strategic choices - yet these ћchoicesќШunfolded under structural poverty, where rejecting 
compensation was hardly viable. In Pungalá, poor economic conditions make the ordenanzaќƚ 
benefits difficult to refuse, even if it means ċũŔŊŰŔŰŊШƽŔƣőШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШőǃĬƖŸƚŸĦŔċũШƻŔƚŔŸŰШċƣШ
the expense of long-term autonomy. 

To access these benefits, communities have to internalize and perform acceptable behaviour: 
non-confrontational, united, and compliant. This is where disciplinary governmentality works 
together with neoliberal logic: communal self-regulation and peer enforcement became 
conditions for economic and incentive-based participation , while discouraging anti-conducts 
like the intake blockade by Walter. 

8.1.5 Extent of materialization 
Together, these governmentalities have produced the appearance of grassroots participation 
and rational choice, while in reality consolidating municipal control over both the Maguazo 
waters and т to some extent - the compensation funds allocated through FOPAR. Meanwhile, 
core infrastructural promises and needs - such as road improvements - remain unfulfilled, 
revealing how the dominant hydrosocial territory is materially embedded in Riobamba-centric 
control while the upstream communities of Pungalá and Molobog are subordinated into 
compliance. 

8.2 ALTERNATIVE HYDROSOCIAL TERRITORIES AND GOVERNMENTALITIES 
What alternative hydrosocial territories can be identified and to what extent have these materialized 

through counter-governmentality strategies? 

Two distinct alternative hydrosocial territories emerged within Pungalá, plus a third rooted in 
broader civil governance. 

8.2.1 ÑőĲШÂċƖŔƚőШ7ŸċƖĬќƚШĦŸũũĲĦƣŔƻĲШƚƣċŰĦĲ 
The first is the position of the Parish Board and the majority of its member communities. While 
ƣőĲШ ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШordenanza frames compensation as a fair and necessary exchange, it 
functions as a disciplinary device, encouraging communities to internalize the notion that 
environmental projects constitute an adequate return for water transfer. Most community 
members, despite frustrations, have come to accept this framing - peor que nada - illustrating 
how the dominant hydrosocial imaginary is absorbed rather than openly contested. This 
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internalization fostered both self- and inter-personal regulation, culminating in the overwhelming 
pro-compliance vote in the asamblea. 

8.2.2 The Alao territorial defense stance 
The second Pungalá-based alternative hydrosocial territory is largely rooted in sovereign 
counter-governmentality. The communities of Alao Llactapamba and Shullidiz reject the 
symbolic and bounded compensation of the ordenanza, demanding tangible and reciprocal 
compensation instead - the paving of the PungalapambaтAlao road - as a condition for lifting the 
blockade. Its tactics are grounded in sovereign anti-conducts: mingas to block access roads, the 
December 2024 intake blockade, and collective votes to withhold cooperation. These actions 
employ ƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШŸƽŰШƚŸƻĲƖĲŔŊŰШgovernmentality, using control over key hydraulic 
points as a means to force negotiation. However, the threat of losing ordenanza benefits, time 
pressure via Article 12, and divide-y-vencerás politics  discourage broader communal support for 
this counter-logic. Materialization here is visible but fragile, often episodic and vulnerable to 
legal-political pressure. 

8.2.3 Civic and watershed-scale alternatives. 
Alongside local resistance, alternative conducts reshape state mechanisms from within. The 
Foro de Recursos Hídricos employs a watershed-scale governance imaginary, seeking to anchor 
conservation and decision-making at the basin level. The Comisión Ciudadana de Anticorrupción 
pursues civic oversight and social accountability, challenging municipal and consortium 
practices through formal complaints. Even institutional actors such as Renato at the Ministry of 
Environment deploy state-based counter-conducts by exposing internal contradictions, though 
institutional paralysis has locked them into complicity. 

8.2.4 Extent of materialization. 
Despite these diverse efforts, materialization remains limited. Resistance has led to partial 
victories - delayed project implementation and minor individual compensations - but no 
structural transformation. The final ordenanza debate was repeatedly postponed, but due to 
ÂƨŰŊċũČќƚШtight political position , for most communities compliant waiting is the most viable road 
towards compensation. Ultimately, these counter-conducts have succeeded in delaying or 
reshaping small aspects of the dominant order but have not yet resulted in strongly realized 
alternative hydrosocial territories. Prospects for such outcomes have diminished under Vinueza, 
whose co-optation of resistance has legitimized a tokenistic compensation scheme. 

8.3 THE TENSION BETWEEN RESISTANCE AND ACCOMMODATION 
How do the communities of Pungalá and Molobog navigate the tension between resistance and 

accommodation in their interactions with the government, and how do these mixed strategies shape the 
creation and materialization of hydrosocial territories around the Maguazo Project? 

8.3.1 Navigating the Tension between Resistance and Accommodation 
Resistance in Pungalá was never total  nor was it ever non-existent. It shifted between direct 
ĦŸŰŉƖŸŰƣċƣŔŸŰШ ċŰĬШ ƚƣƖċƣĲŊŔĦШ ĦŸůƓũŔċŰĦĲЮШ ?ƖċƽŔŰŊШ ŸŰШ 9ũĲċƻĲƖќƚШ ŉƖċůĲƽŸƖťЯШ őĲŊĲůŸŰǃЯШ
pragmatism, connectedness, and moralтecological rationality help explain why resistance 
turned into accommodation during different phases of the Maguazo Project and how in turn this 
shaped the hydrosocial territories surrounding the Maguazo Project. 
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8.3.2 Hegemony: Internalizing Dominant Imaginaries 
Under Cadena, sovereign counter-conducts were visible - marches, mingas, and roadblocks -
but accommodation was facilitated by the hegemonic naturalization of dominant water 
imaginaries. I reiterate that even the most vocal critics spoke of the transfer as ћinevitableќЯШ
ћŊŸŸĬќЯШŸƖШћthe only wayќ ƣŸШůĲĲƣШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШwater demands. This dominant discourse became 
common sense even to the disadvantaged communities. This was reinforced when the 
ordenanza under Vinueza reframed compensation as environmental stewardship: injustice in 
the language of sustainability, making it appear legitimate, natural, and rational. In one of the 
asambleas I attended, this translated into a strong pro-compliance vote. Not because people 
fully believed the scheme was just, but because it was normalized as the ĤĲƚƣЯШћproperќШƖŸċĬШƣŸ 
negotiation. 

8.3.3 Pragmatism: Survival in Asymmetric Power Relations 
Pragmatism also shaped accommodation. Under Cadena, divide-y-vencerás strategies - algo 
pequeñito - tempted some leaders to compromise in exchange for meagre but tangible benefits. 
As Martín told me, rejecting such offers risked losing out entirely. Besides, structural poverty 
discourages resistanceЯШĲƚƓĲĦŔċũũǃШƨŰĬĲƖШéŔŰƨĲǍċќƚШŰĲŸũŔĤĲƖċũШƣƨƖŰ: refusing ordenanza benefits 
is not a realistic option when households face chronic economic hardship. The phrase peor que 
nada captures this logic: tokenistic compensation is still better than none. Here, compliance was 
a calculated strategy to mitigate risk, even while knowing it is technically unfair compensation 
and reinforces ƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĦŸŰƣƖŸũЮ 

8.3.4 Connectedness: Strategic Unity 
The ċƚċůĤũĲċѢs ћwe have to stand togetherќШ ĬŔƚĦŸƨƖƚĲ ŔũũƨƚƣƖċƣĲƚШ 9ũĲċƻĲƖќƚШ ŔĬĲċШ ŸŉШ
connectedness: relationships, obligations, and collective identity shape decisions about action. 
In Pungalá, this unity likely operated on two planes. On the one hand, there seems to be a genuine 
concern for maintaining long-term community cohesion, internal and external. On the other 
hand, unity seems to be a pragmatic strategy: fragmentation risks ƽĲċťĲŰŔŰŊШƣőĲШĦŸůůƨŰŔƣǃќƚШ
negotiation power and jeopardises access to municipal compensation. The connectedness 
discourse is most strong in the first т ћĦŸůƓũŔċŰĦĲ-ĤċƚĲĬќШ- alternative hydrosocial territory I 
identif ied. fШĬŸШŰŸƣШƣőŔŰťШƣőŔƚШůċƣƣĲƖƚШŉŸƖШƣőĲШƻċũŔĬŔƣǃШŸŉШ9ũĲċƻĲƖќƚШŉƖċůĲƽŸƖťЮ Pungaleños in this 
case may accept unfair treatment if unity is seen as essential to both social cohesion and the 
strategic claim for communal compensation. 

8.3.5 MoralтEcological Rationality  
Cleaver describes moralтecological rationality as the shared worldview linking proper conduct, 
social order, and environmental wellbeing: essentially, how the community believes people 
should relate to water, land, and each other to sustain both social cohesion and ecological 
balance. In theory, the ordenanzaќƚШĲŰƻŔƖŸŰůĲŰƣċũШframing resonates with communal ethics of 
caring for the páramo. Agua es vida, cuidemos el páramo is a statement that appears everywhere 
in community discourse т from asambleas to interviews. Yet, just as with the principle of 
connectedness, I believe that in Pungalá this is also employed strategically. While many 
comuneros depend on and value the páramo, everyday practices such as burning and pushing 
the agricultural frontier т although currently slowed by high outmigration т suggest ecological 
care is not always prioritised over livelihood needs т a logical result of structural poverty. 
Moreover, urban encroachment over communal life has certainly influenced community 
cosmovisions: many residents now work in Riobamba, maintain active social media ties, and are 
exposed to urban ideas. As a result, communal ideas about the ћƓroperќ relationship with nature 
may have shifted toward a more urban-centric, technocratic vision of caring for nature and each 
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other - one in which the ordenanzaќƚШ ŉƖċůŔŰŊШ ŉŔƣƚШ ĦŸůŉŸƖƣċĤũǃЮШ 9ŸůƓũŔċŰĦĲШ ƽŔƣőШthe 
ůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĲŰƻŔƖŸŰůĲŰƣċũШƻŔƚŔŸŰ may therefore not only be about the inherent moral duty to 
conserve the páramo т which I believe is certainly also present - but also a pragmatic alignment 
with the dominant discourse surrounding the ordenanza, naturalized through governmentality 
processes and urban influence, and materially advantageous to Pungalá. While my own 
exposure to the cultural life of Pungalá was not sufficient to confirm this as a definitive 
conclusion, I believe is worthwhile to pursue in future research. 

8.3.6 Shaping hydrosocial territories through mixed strategies 
These four principles together define the navigated tension between resistance and 
accommodation. Under Cadena, resistance delayed the project and forced the municipality into 
negotiations. Under Vinueza, neoliberal and disciplinary governance - embodied in the 
ordenanza т reshaped resistance into compliant participation, fragmenting the earlier 
mobilisations. The outcome is a contested hydrosocial territory: dominant urban-centric visions 
have substantially materialized through infrastructure, legal devices like FOPAR, the ordinance, 
yet they are repeatedly disrupted and reshaped by moments of counter-conduct.  Hydrosocial 
territories surrounding the Maguazo case are constantly negotiated. The governmentality 
strategies, counter-conducts, and principles of accommodation together explain the 
persistence of an urban-centric, technocratic hydrosocial order around the Maguazo Project, 
while also revealing the spaces where resistance can emerge. 
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9 DISCUSSION 

9.1 PATHWAYS FOR RESISTANCE: FRACTURED GOVERNMENTALITY 
The Maguazo Project highlights how state-led hydraulic interventions are not the outcome of a 
single, unified rationality but rather a collection of fragmented strategies, sometimes even 
contradictory forms of government action. The most striking example in the Maguazo case is the 
decision to place the water intake upstream of the state-owned Hidroeléctrica Alao, which 
supplies electricity to a large part of the 9őŔůĤŸƖċǍŸШƓƖŸƻŔŰĦĲЮШ7ǃШƓƖŔŸƖŔƣŔǍŔŰŊШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШ
ĬƖŔŰťŔŰŊШƽċƣĲƖШŸƻĲƖШƣőĲШƓũċŰƣќƚШinput flow, the municipality risks undermining regional energy 
security, leaving both the city and surrounding parishes exposed to shortages. This is especially 
striking since the hydropower dependent Ecuador is increasingly experiencing severe and 
prolonged droughts. A second contradiction lies in Peltetec, where the government has granted 
a long-term gold mining concession in the very same microcuenca that provides water for the 
Maguazo system. On the one hand, millions are invested to secure a reliable urban water source, 
but on the other, extractive activities that severely would undermine the quality of this source are 
encouraged. 

These contradictions mirror what Swyngedouw (2013) calls the hydro-social fix: a technical 
solution that produces new tensions even as it promises to resolve scarcity. Swyngedouw shows 
how large hydraulic projects are presented as technical solutions to urgent shortages, while in 
reality they mainly serve to sustain existing models of growth and urban expansion. Such fixes do 
not resolve underlying problems of overuse or inequality; instead, they temporarily relieve 
pressure while generating new contradictions, such as high energy costs, ecological risks, or 
financial dependencies.  

Seen through this lens, the Maguazo Project also functions as a hydro-social fix: it is a 
ƣĲĦőŰŸĦƖċƣŔĦШƖĲƚƓŸŰƚĲШƣŸШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШƽċƣĲƖШƚĦċƖĦŔƣǃШƣőċƣШĦƖĲċƣĲƚШŰĲƽШƣĲŰƚŔŸŰƚШĲƻĲŰШċƚШŔƣШ
promises to solve them while, as I showed, the real issue is internal water grid inefficiencies. By 
diverting water above the Hidroeléctrica Alao and allowing mining in Peltetec, state actors 
undermine their own investments, exposing the contradictory logics at work within the state. But 
where Swyngedouw portrays the hydro-social fix as a coherent techno-capitalist project , in 
Riobamba, what I experienced is a collection  of inconsistent governmentalities: different 
agencies, ministries and interests pulling in different directions. These internal ћfracturesќ do not 
only show that the Ecuadorian state is not one monolithic block but also provide openings and 
opportunities for communities to contest official narratives.  

Hereto, as I show in chapter 7 and 8, just as counter-conduct in Pungalá and Molobog is diverse 
and inconsistent, so too is state governmentality fragmented and incoherent. The result is not a 
simple clash between a powerful state and a resisting community, but a more complex and 
unstable hydrosocial battlefield  in which contradictions on both sides shape materialized 
hydrosocial territories. 

Building on this thesis, it would be worthwhile to examine how the kinds of fractures identified 
here can become resources for т or strengthen already existing т counter-conducts. In Pungalá, 
where families mobilize against the Maguazo intake, and in Molobog, where residents negotiate 
ŸƖШ ƚĲũĲĦƣŔƻĲũǃШ ĦŸůƓũǃШ ƽŔƣőШ ŔŰƣĲƖƻĲŰƣŔŸŰƚЯШ ƓĲŸƓũĲШ ċƖĲШ ċũƖĲċĬǃШ ŰċƻŔŊċƣŔŰŊШ ƣőĲШ ƚƣċƣĲќƚШ
inconsistencies in various ways. But the rather exploratory nature of this thesis does not allow 
for a deeper analyzation of these counter-conducts. So, building on the groundwork I laid out in 
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this report, I believe that studying how resistance movements in the Maguazo case recognize and 
act upon these openings could further identify potential pathways for empowerment of 
alternative hydrosocial orders. It is particularly relevant that there has already been organized 
resistance in Peltetec against mining activities, although this fell outside the scope of this thesis. 
Future research that connects such anti-mining struggles in Peltetec with the water-related 
resistance movement surrounding Maguazo could provide important insights into how different 
forms of contestation unfold alongside each other or even converge and reinforce each other in 
shaping alternative hydrosocial territories. At the same time, it should not be forgotten that this 
report is part of the broader Riverhood & RiverCommons research program; future work could 
therefore also connect my findings to other case studies within that program to better 
understand how hydrosocial territories are contested and re-imagined across contexts. 

9.2 PAYMENT FOR ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES: THEORY AND PRACTICE 
According to Rodríguez-de-Francisco & Boelens, PES are market-style arrangements in which 
downstream beneficiaries pay upstream providers to change or conserve land use to secure 
measurable ecosystem services; core conditions include an explicit payment transfer, a credible 
causal link between upstream actions and downstream services, clear buyerтseller/rights 
arrangements, conditionality tied to monitored outcomes, and voluntary, negotiated 
participation rather than coercion. In Maguazo some of those building blocks appear on paper: 
the ordenanza institutionalizes a downstream funding mechanism by creating a fiduciary vehicle 
(FOPAR) to execute protection projects (Annex C, art. 3), and municipal discourse links the 
mechanism to páramo conservation. Yet several decisive PES conditions have not materialized 
in practice: FOPAR and payment rules remain weakly institutionalized and contested rather than 
operational, and the ordenanza itself delegates implementation to municipal directorates 
without spelling out enforceable conditionality or detailed monitoring protocols. 

Additionally, participation has been experienced by many residents as constrained or pressured 
rather than freely negotiated. The ordenanza reframes the issue toward participation and, 
although that reframing works bottom-up, naturalizing compliance, the form that participation 
takes т controlled, conditional, top-down administratively organized, and embedded in a FOPAR 
trust - is not the same as the free, negotiated, community-level bargaining over ecosystem 
services that PES theory describes. For these reasons a full PES hydrosocial territory has not 
been realized in Maguazo: what emerges instead is a partial and contested PES logic that 
illustrates how, in practice, such schemes are influenced by governmentality and counter-
conduct processes that in turn determine materialization.  

Yet, even in this partial and unsettled form, the arrangement remains problematic, as the very 
act of invoking a PES logic already reshapes authority over land and water in ways that risk 
undermining communal institutions and justice (see Chapter 7). Crucially, the ordenanza 
recognizes title holders or possessors as the interlocutors for fund participation  (Annex C, art. 4), 
which prioritize title/possession and risks excluding non-titled communal users. Future studies 
could investigate the prevalence of non-titled users in Pungalá. 

9.3 THE DISCONNECTION BETWEEN URBAN AND RURAL 
I want to share some notes on the disconnection between upstream and downstream 
communities I observed and the possibilities for re-imagining their relationship. In the Maguazo 
case, injustice is not only served to comunerosаШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШƨƖĤċŰШƖĲƚŔĬĲŰƣƚШĦŸŰƣŔŰƨĲШƣŸШƓċǃШ
water taxes that help finance a project that remains unfinished, yet because these payments are 
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not explicitly labelled as Maguazo-related, they are largely unaware of their direct contribution. 
Their role as funders is obscured within billing systems, leaving them without meaningful 
recognition or voice. At the same time, upstream communities, as shown in this thesis, are 
excluded from compensation, decision-making, and recognition in governance processes. Both 
groups are therefore affected, yet they remain disconnected from one another, without a shared 
vision or dialogue. 

Recent work in the neighbouring Guarguallá watershed by Claassens (2025) has proposed the 
idea of riverine reciprocity routes as a means of reweaving bonds between upstream and 
downstream communities. The value of this concept lies not in romanticizing past forms of 
reciprocity, but in suggesting alternative hydrosocial pathways т cultivating new imaginaries of 
water relations and solidarity - while acknowledging the neoliberal and technocratic realities in 
which water governance now unfolds (see Baud, 1993; 2018). Although Claassens case is not a 
one-on-one mirror with Maguazo, applying this line of thinking to Maguazoќs observed 
disconnection opens an interesting new perspective. Although the Maguazo River ultimately 
joins the Alao, its waters are physically transferred through pipelines to Riobamba. I ask: does 
the act of channelling water through a pipe make it cease to be the river? I believe the answer is 
no: it remains the same water, and it continues to bind highland and city together, materially, 
socially and politically. Recognizing this continuity underscores that Riobamba and Maguazo are 
not separate domains, but parts of a single shared river system. 

This understanding opens possibilities to the concept of riverine reciprocity routes. Could the 
concept work in bringing Riobamba and Pungalá into closer dialogue, creating spaces for 
empowerment? Such an approach would move beyond narrow framings of the ћurbanќ as a 
detached, concrete space, and instead situate Riobamba as deeply interdependent with 
Maguazo. By defining the Maguazo water as a connector, rather than an abstract commodity, the 
boundary between rural and urban can be rethought, potentially opening space for new alliances 
and collective claims. In hindsight, the events we organized as part of Music as Methodology, 
especially the event in Alao Llactapamba, could even be seen as an attempt at setting up a 
riverine reciprocity route, bringing together residents of Riobamba with comuneros of Pungalá to 
reimagine the Maguazo water. 

9.4 REFLECTION ON MUSIC AS METHODOLOGY AND ACTION RESEARCH 
The collaborative production and circulation of the song Maguazo was not simply an addition to 
my research but became a practice that aimed to contest dominant narratives of water, opening 
new imaginaries, and created spaces of dialogue. This ƖĲƚŸŰċƣĲƚШƽŔƣőШ7ũċĦťůŸƖĲќƚШыΞΜΞΡьШ
argument that art in research is not a ћdecorative extraќ, but a way of challenging truth regimes 
and engaging with water differently. While the imaginaries that emerged sometimes echoed 
ancestral or Indigenous perspectives, they were never attempts to ћrestoreќ an earlier past. 
Rather, they were created in the moment, shaped by current water realities, struggles, and 
hopes. From this perspective, art-based methodologies can be seen as counter-currents to the 
ћcomfortable but constrainingќ conventions of Eurocentric research (James, 1890), allowing me 
and others to explore the Maguazo River in more open, broader, and less conventional ways. 

The process connects ƽŔƣőШÑƨĤŔŰŸШĬĲШÉŸƨǍċШĲƣШċũЮќƚШыΞΜΞΠċЯШΞΜΞΠĤьШŔĬĲċШŸŉШÅŔƻĲƖШ9Ÿ-learning 
Arenas, where knowledge emerges through creative, embodied, and collective practices. The 
making of Maguazo was not carefully planned as such an arena, but it came to function that way: 
an open-ended method of co-creation that enabled multi-sensory connections with the river and 
made knowledge accessible to audiences beyond academia. It shares similarities with counter-
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mapping, in the sense that it was performative and process-based, challenging dominant 
knowledge systems. Yet it was less about representation or consensus and more about 
intervention: provoking reactions, sparking reflection, and capturing embodied responses. While 
much of the content reflected my own activist-researcher perspective, it was shaped and 
enriched by collaborations with a Riobamba artist and an Indigenous rapper from Cotacachi. 

The tue value of Maguazo, as de Souza et al. (2024b) remind us, lies not only in the product itself 
but in its capacity to engage, provoke, and circulate meaning across scales and moments. This 
resonates strongly with my experience. Maguazo lived beyond its lyrics: it moved through digital 
platforms, performances, and conversations, engaging people in ways that conventional 
research outputs cannot. On the 27th of September 2025, it is even officially released as part of 
a larger activist album about water realities. In this sense, I now see it as an example of Haleќs 
(2006) activist research: a political-epistemic practice that both produces knowledge and 
contributes to collective action, while working from within dominant structures to destabilize 
them. 

The culmination of the production process was the organization of two events: one in Riobamba 
and one in Alao Llactapamba. In Riobamba, the release of Maguazo became a moment where 
participants reflected together on systemic change and the possible role of Maguazo in that 
process. Although I inevitably framed the discussion through my presentation, the posters they 
produced (Annex E) stand as co-produced insights that went beyond my own perspective. In Alao 
Llactapamba, the event brought Riobambeños and highland community members into a shared 
space. Here, logistical challenges limited systematic data collection, but what mattered were 
the moments of connection: dancing, sharing food, and engaging in informal conversations. 
These encounters exemplify what Tubino de Souza et al. (2024b) describe as transgressive co-
learning: processes that unsettle narratives, centre affective relations, and create openings for 
new perspectives. 

Finally, I recognize that the trajectory of the song was not steered by me alone. Jorge, the 
Riobamba artist and main writer, infused the project with his artistic vision and political 
commitment. Jorge Morocho, a local advocate, helped me navigate the institutional landscape 
and decide how and where the song was introduced. Hugo, the leader of Alao Llactapamba, 
provided logistical support and shared his counter-narratives from the highlands. These 
individuals not only influenced the content and style of the song, but also affected how and where 
it was presented, and to whom. In this sense, the research process unfolded relationally: through 
conversations, trust, and shifting directions that I did not design beforehand but responded to as 
they unfolded. In this sense, I experienced what de Souza et al. (2024a; 2024b), Blackmore 
(2025), and Hale (2006) each emphasize in different ways: knowledge that emerged through the 
affective, situated, and collaborative engagement of the song Maguazo - however partial - is not 
only valid, but politically powerful. It has the potential to disrupt dominant framing of water in 
Pungalá and Riobamba, generates new imaginaries to relate to the river, and cultivates the co-
learning that I т an activist researcher т sought for. 

9.5 FINAL NOTES ON POSITIONALITY 
While the collaborative song created space for alternative ways of imagining water, it was not a 
utopian, perfect method. When I look back at the song exercise, I realize how much I myself also 
got caught in the very governmentalities that I untangled in this thesis. Together with Jorge, I set 
out to reimagine water differently, and as I explain above: we did. But we also quite literally 
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vouched for transaction-based PES logic, as the lyrics show (see Annex F for the whole song 
lyric):  

Anda donde te llamen, pero regresarás 

No te olvidarás, no te dejarás robar sin compensar  

Even as we were doing something creative and resistant, I was also co-producing knowledge 
within that same frame of dominant order that I untangled in chapter 7.4. I do not regard this as 
problematic. The song has become both an act of resistance and at the same time an 
accommodation, essentially mirroring the hydropolitical dynamics that run through this whole 
case.  In chapter 9.1, I explain how fractures in dominant powers can be utilized in the Maguazo 
Project, and this song is a perfect example of one possibility to do so. Resistance is never total; 
it is imperfect. But that does not make it useless. 

I am still highly enthusiastic about Music as Methodology. The point of this extra note on my 
positionality is to share that I learned that (action) research deeply integrates with people and 
culture. It is fully embedded in power structures, and therefore it is inevitably susceptible to 
reproduce dominant rationalit ies. In this light, I recognize how the community of Molobog, which 
in the Maguazo case was largely overlooked, becomes somewhat hidden in my own work as well 
- appearing only toward the end and in the shadow of Pungaláќs story. This parallel is accidental 
but illustrative: it shows how even research that seeks to question power can mirror the silences 
and exclusions it critiques. To me, this is one of the most valuable lessons of this thesis: that 
research is not outside of governmentality but completely entangled in it, and that my own 
position as researcher was shaped and disciplined by these dynamics just as much as those of 
the people I worked with. 

9.6 VALIDITY 
While the co-creation of the song and the use of participant observation offered valuable 
insights, the research could have benefited from a more sustained engagement with the 
communities. Due to personal circumstances, I was unable to spend multiple days living with a 
family. I believe such immersion would have generated an even more contextualized 
understanding, not only of the Maguazo Project itself, but also of the broader social dimensions 
into which it intervenes. 

Additionally, an important consideration is the lack of input by a representative of Consorcio 
Alao. The consortium represents an important actor in the Maguazo case, and the research 
would have benefited substantially from direct accounts of the company. 

Finally, because the ordenanza remains in its conceptual phase, the concrete form of the 
compensation mechanism is still uncertain. While the draft included in Annex C outlines an 
envisioned framework, its actual implementation may diverge. Future research could therefore 
examine how this PES-like mechanism has ultimately materialized in practice, how it affects 
Riobamba, upstream communities, and water flows, and how these dynamics compare to 
broader theoretical debates on Payment for Environmental Services. 
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10 CONCLUSION 
I set out to examine how the governmentalities employed by the municipality of Riobamba, and 
the corresponding responses of the communities of Pungalá and Molobog, shape the creation 
and materialization of hydrosocial territories surrounding the Maguazo Project. My analysis has 
shown that the Maguazo Project can indeed be understood as a hydrosocial dream scheme: an 
idealized vision of a modern, urban-centric water project that promises technical efficiency and 
sustainability but obscures the social and political contestations that underpin it. Yet, I do not 
consider it a dream scheme that was intentionally and secretly crafted by a unified State. Rather, 
it emerges from a collection of governmentalities т sometimes employed coherently and 
synergistically, sometimes inconsistently and unevenly - across the institutional scale and over 
changing municipal administrations. 

Across time, from the Cadena administration to that of Vinueza, the strategies deployed to 
legitimize and implement the Maguazo Project - disciplinary appeals to progress, sovereign acts 
of coercion, the neoliberal PES-like ordenanza, even moral claims of environmental protection - 
have changed, overlapped, and contradicted one another. Likewise, across institutional scales, 
municipal agencies, construction companies, regulators, and national ministries have acted 
inconsistently, sometimes ƨŰĬĲƖůŔŰŔŰŊШĲċĦőШŸƣőĲƖќƚШŊŸċũƚЮШÑőĲШĬĲĦŔƚŔŸŰШƣŸШƓũċĦĲШƣőĲШŔŰƣċťĲШ
upstream of the Hidroeléctrica Alao, or to authorize mining in Peltetec while simultaneously 
investing millions in the same watershed, exemplifies how fractured and incoherent these 
governmentalities are in practice. What results is less a rational, top-down imposition of order 
and more a collection  of intersecting and conflicting rationalities, unprofessionally woven 
together under the banner of urban water security and rural páramo protection. 

The communities of Pungalá and Molobog have responded in diverse ways to these shifting 
interventions: from direct counter-conduct - protests and roadblocks - to negotiation, to different 
forms of accommodation. This spectrum of responses shows that resistance is not uniform nor 
total, but internally diverse and sometimes contradictory. At the same time, I identified a 
particular danger in the neoliberal turn in governmentality: compensation schemes and 
individualized incentives framed in the language of environmental protection have proven 
effective in depoliticizing the Maguazo Project, neutralizing or weakening unified resistance. 
Resistance in Pungalá and Molobog therefore does not take the form of a single front against the 
municipality and Consorcio Alao, but rather involves selective opposition, compromise, or even 
collaboration, depending on the stakes and opportunities at hand. These acts of resistance, 
negotiation, and compliance are vital for understanding how the specific alternative hydrosocial 
territories have emerged, and they point to possible openings that could exploit the institutional 
cracks within the dominant governmentalities at work. 

The hydrosocial territories surrounding the Maguazo case are not totally imposed nor entirely 
resisted but are constantly renegotiated through the various governmentalities processes and 
heterogeneous responses I identified in this thesis. The hydrosocial dream scheme is real but 
unstable: its realization is partial, contradictory, and continuously contested. Far from being the 
product of a unified State vision, it materializes as a fragile and uneven process, shaped as much 
by dominant imposition as by internal fractures and community counter-conducts. Recognizing 
this not only enriches our understanding of water governance in the Andes but also stresses the 
importance of seeing state projects not as monolithic impositions, but as contested and 
unstable processes that leave space for resistance, negotiation, and alternative futures. 
Hydrosocial dream schemes do not have to turn into nightmares. 
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12 ANNEX A: GLOSSARY 
Asamblea : Community assembly 

Cabecera : Parish centre or administrative hub 

Campesino : Peasant or smallholder farmer 

Comuneros : Community members (usually indigenous or peasant) 

Consorcio : Consortium 

Denunci a: Formal complaint 

Divide y Vencerás: Divide-and-rule 

Egoísmo: Selfishness, self-interest 

Microcuenca : Micro-watershed 

Minga: Collective communal work (traditional Andean practice) 

Ordenanza: Ordinance 

Páramo: High-altitude Andean grassland ecosystem 

Peor que nada: Worse than nothing 

Pungaleño: Inhabitants of Pungalá 

Riobambeño : Inhabitants of Riobamba 
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13 ANNEX B: OVERVIEW OF INTERVIEWS 
Participant  No. Date Role / Representative  
Diego 1 Nov 2024 Inhabitant Molobog. Leader Mushug Ashpa 
Mauricio  2 Nov 2024 Technician GAD Pungalá 
Esteban 3 Dec 2024 Inhabitant Peltetec. Dirigente de planificación in the GAD 

Pungalá 
Renato 4 Dec 2024 Works for Ministry of Environment 
Tomás 5 Feb 2025 Park Ranger Sangay National Park 
Claudio 
Vega 

6 Feb 2025 President of GAD Pungalá 

Andrés 7 Feb 2025 Inhabitant cabecera of Pungalá. Works for hydroelectric 
plant. 

Fernando & 
Julián 

8 Feb & April 
2025 

Works for ARCA (Agencia de Regulación y Control del Agua) 

Jorge 
Morocho  

9 Feb & April 
2025 

Ex-council member of the municipality. Now running for 
asambleista. 

Daniel  10 March 
2025 

Inhabitant of Molobog. Works at the treatment plant. 

Verónica 11 March 
2025 

Inhabitant of Molobog. 

Raúl 12 March 
2025 

First provincial councillor of Chimborazo under the old 
system and also served as vice president of the council 
(equivalent to today's vice-prefect). 
Claims to be one of the founders of the indigenous 
movement Pachakutik.  

Martín 13 March 
2025 

Inhabitant of cabecera Pungalá. 

Sergio 14 March 
2025 

Inhabitant and leader of the community Alao San Antonio. 

Gabriel  15 April 2025 Works for the Foro de los Recursos hídricos en Chimborazo 
Adrián 16 April 2025 Inhabitant Riobamba. Co-founded the Comisión 

Ciudadana de Anticorrupción (CCA) 
Hugo 17 April 2025 Inhabitant and leader of Alao Llactapamba. 
Simón 18 April 2025 Ex-prefect of Chimborazo. Now works for ACUS (Áreas de 

Conservación y Uso Sustentable). 
Ángel 
Vallejo  

19 April 2025 ?ŔƖĲĦƣŸƖШŸŉШƣőĲШůƨŰŔĦŔƓċũŔƣǃќƚШĲŰƻŔƖŸŰůĲŰƣċũШĬŔƖĲĦƣŸƖċƣĲЮШ 

Nelson 
Miñoz 

20 April 2025 ?ŔƖĲĦƣŸƖШŸŉШE~ Â ÅЯШÅŔŸĤċůĤċќƚШƽċƣĲƖШĦŸůƓċŰǃЮ 

John 
Vinueza 

21 April 2025 Mayor of Riobamba. 

Asambleas  22 Dec & Jan 
2025 

I attended to Asambleas of the Parish Government of 
Pungalá 
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14 ANNEX C: THE ORDENANZA 
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15 ANNEX D: LINKS RELATED TO MUSIC AS METHODOLOGY 
òŸƨÑƨĤĲШ9őċŰŰĲũШŸŉШћxċШ9ċƨƚċШ~ċŊƨċǍŸќШыĦŸũũċĤŸƖċƣŔŸŰШĤĲƣƽĲĲŰШƣőĲШċƨƣőŸƖШċŰĬШċƖƣŔƚƣШsŸƖŊĲь 

¶ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYx7x6HnBTQ&t=2s 
¶ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QVYv228NqvA&t=7s 

Videoclip Portraying the Two Organized Events:  

¶ https://youtu.be/yNmWfOVfCFs 

Spotify Link to the Song Maguazo 

¶ https://open.spotify.com/track/35F3sDvOsh4jznU9Vfr8nP?si=084ee6bfd9cb475d 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYx7x6HnBTQ&t=2s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QVYv228NqvA&t=7s
https://youtu.be/yNmWfOVfCFs
https://open.spotify.com/track/35F3sDvOsh4jznU9Vfr8nP?si=084ee6bfd9cb475d
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16 ANNEX E: POSTER HARVEST FROM RIOBAMBA EVENT 
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17 ANNEX F: LYRICS MAGUAZO  
MAGUAZO LETRAS 

1 

Y YA TE VAS 

PALOMITAY 

NO VEAS ATRÁS 

ALLÁ TE ESPERAN 

 

REGRESARÁS 

A DAR FRESCOR 

EL VIENTO TE TRAERÁ  

EN NUEVAS LLUVÍAS 

 

2 

TIERRA DEL AGÜITA ES LA TUYA 

POR FIN LLEGAS A COMPRENDER 

CUÁNTO MISMO VALE TU PÁRAMO 

VENDRÁS CUANDO TENGAS QUE DEFENDERLO 

 

MIENTRAS RESISTAMOS AQUÍ ARRIBA 

EL AGUA SEGUIRÁ VIVIENDO 

 

coro 

SOMBREROS BLANCOS, CHAY, MONTAÑAS VERDES, CHACHAY 

EL AGUA BAJA, LA AMBICIÓN SUBE, CHAY CHAY 

AQUÍ LAS CHAKRAS, CHAY, ALLÁ LA PLATA, CHACHAY 

GENTE SIN AGUA, PAGA POR NADA, CHAY CHAY 

 

 

rap 
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Puente 

SOMBREROS BLANCOS, MONTAÑAS VERDES 

CANCHA DE TIERRA, PARTIDOS EN JUEGO 

JUEGO FUEGO, TRAZO PLAZO 

EL PLAZO VENCIDO Y EL AGUA TOMADA 

 

3 

TIERRA DEL AGÜITA ES LA TUYA 

POR FIN LLEGAS A COMPRENDER 

CUÁNTO MISMO VALE TU PÁRAMO 

VENDRÁS CUANDO TENGAS QUE DEFENDERLO 

 

MIENTRAS RESISTAMOS AQUÍ ARRIBA 

EL AGUA SEGUIRÁ VIVIENDO 

 










