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KEY FINDINGS

«+ Organised crime groups (OCGs) have intensified violence and territorial control
in Ecuador, focusing on maritime ports and strategic coastal routes — in
provinces such as El Oro — central to the operation of illegal economies

. In the first four months of 2026, homicides in
El Oro increased by 71% compared to the same period in 2025
. This violence and social control are
enforced through mobility restrictions and explosive attacks, with El Oro
accounting for 44% of all explosive incidents nationwide between January
2025 and May 2026

+ OCG violence is disproportionally affecting children and adolescents.
Homicides in El Oro for this demographic increased by 54.2% in the first four
months of 2026 when compared to the same period in 2025, contrasting with
a national decline in child and adolescent homicides of 3.2%

+ OCGs have expanded the reach of their violence, eroding the protective
capacity of schools, with children and adolescents recruited directly, through
peer networks, and used for surveillance, drug distribution, extortion, and
other criminal activities

« The crisis is simultaneously pushing children and adolescents out of the
education system and subjecting those who remain to multiple protection
risks. School enrolment in El Oro fell by 2.7% between the beginning of the
2024/2025 and 2025/2026 academic years, alongside a reduction in the
teaching workforce . At the
same time, OCGs instruct recruited children and adolescents to remain
enrolled to conduct criminal activities from within schools, meaning stable
enrolment can no longer be read as a sign of safety

« Girls face disproportionate protection risks as a result of the crisis,
representing 81% of all reported child and adolescent disappearances in El
Oro in 2025. OCG control also increases exposure to gender-based violence
(GBV) risks, including sexual exploitation, trafficking, and early unions

Any comments or questions? Please contact us at info@acaps.org

« Sustained exposure to protection risks leads to psychosocial distress,
including post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression, increasing
children’s and adolescents’ susceptibility to OCG psychological manipulation,
use, and recruitment . Limited
mental health and psychosocial support services and reduced humanitarian
access as a result of the OCG presence leave many children and adolescents
under sustained protection threats without adequate support, eroding their
psychosocial resilience.

Map 1. El Oro, intentional homicides of children and adolescents, January 2025
to April 2026
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report analyses the protection impacts of escalating OCG violence against
children and adolescents in El Oro province between January 2025 and May 2026,
exploring the threats children and adolescents face in places that are supposed to
offer protection, including schools, public parks, and their own neighbourhoods. The
resulting impacts are severe, encompassing homicides, explosive attacks, GBV, and
recruitment and use by OCGs, alongside displacement, psychological trauma, and
school dropout.

Methodology

This report is based on a secondary data review of more than 70 sources, including
humanitarianreports, government publications, and national and local media outlets.
The desk review was complemented by eight key informant interviews conducted
with stakeholders, including representatives from humanitarian organisations,
NGOs, and government institutions operating in the province.

El Oro province was selected for this analysis because of the sharp escalation in
violence recorded during the first four months of 2026. In this period, total reported
homicides of all ages increased by 71%, rising from 210 to 359 cases compared
with the same period in 2025, while homicides affecting children and adolescents
aged 0-19 increased by 54%, from 24 to 37 cases. This trend contrasts with the
national context in which total homicides decreased by 12% and homicides
involving children and adolescents declined by 3.2% in the same period

. These quantitative trends were cross-checked
against preliminary findings from previous analysis and interviews, indicating that
increased violence in the province - largely driven by OCG control - is leading to a
deterioration in safety and security.

Limitations and information gaps

Although this report covers the period between January 2025 and May 2026, figures
related to homicide, disappearance, and detention indicators were only available up
to April 2026 at the time of data collection.

Growing fear of OCG retaliation and low case-resolution rates are likely to affect
reporting, causing official figures, such as for extortion, to underestimate the scale
of the crisis . Widespread distrust in judicial and government
institutions further compounds these challenges, as affected populations, including
caregivers for children and adolescents, may perceive these institutions as infiltrated
by OCG members. This dynamic likely affects reporting patterns across other forms
of violence covered in this report, including threats, extortion, displacement, and
sexual violence

The following information gaps constrain analysis of the impacts of OCG violence
on children and adolescents in El Oro.

- Disaggregated data on school dropouts: school enrolment figures offer some
insight into the impact of OCG violence on children and adolescents, but with
significant limitations, as declines may also reflect migration, displacement, or
economic factors instead of OCG recruitment and use alone. Stable enrolment
can also be misleading, as coercion may force children to remain in school
despite risks. Using school grades to estimate age groups may also not fully
reflect actual age distributions, as students can be enrolled in grades below or
above those typically associated with their age

+ Impacts on specificdemographics: thereis alack of information onthe specific
impacts of the crisis on child migrants and refugees, children and adolescents
with disabilities, and displaced children and adolescents (both arriving in and
leaving El Oro). There is also no disaggregated data on Indigenous and Afro
communities; although representing a small percentage of the population in
the province, these communities may face higher protection risks as a result
of historical exclusion.

+ Gender-based violence: there is an information gap regarding the full scale
of GBV affecting children and adolescents (including LGBTQ+ children and
adolescents) as a result of stigma, fear, and threats, which heavily constrain
reporting. Stakeholder interviews indicated that fear of retaliation significantly
hinders reporting, particularly around GBV incidents. This widespread
underreporting obscures the true scale of the crisis and further limits analysis
of survivors’ access to justice.

+ Availability of support services: official data on school response capacity,
children’s and adolescent’s access to psychosocial support,andlegal reporting
mechanisms is unavailable. Qualitative insights indicate that these services
are overstretched, but the lack of systemic data limits a comprehensive
assessment of response gaps.
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TERMINOLOGY

The terms children and adolescents are used throughout this report to refer
to individuals under 19 years of age. Children are specifically referred as those
aged 0-14 and adolescents as those aged 15-19. ACAPS recognises that
individuals within this group may use different terms to describe themselves,
including ‘young people’ or ‘youth’.

+ Early union refers to relationships involving children and adolescents who
cannot give informed consent. ‘Early union’ is used throughout this report
instead of ‘early marriage’ because many such relationships are not formally
registered or legally recognised

+ Micro-trafficking refers to the small-scale sale and distribution of illicit drugs
at the local or neighbourhood level (e.g. street dealing in small quantities), as
opposed to large-scale international trafficking operations.

+ Recruitment and use, within the context of this report, refer to the incorporation
of children and adolescents into OCGs through force and coercion, and
resulting from constrained living conditions, exclusion, or violence. Use and
utilisation refer to the employment of children and adolescents in specific
roles, such as messengers, cooks, spies, lookouts, porters, or for sexual

exploitation
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CONTEXT OVERVIEW

Ecuador continues to face a severe protection crisis driven by the expansion of OCGs
and sustained competition over illegal economies. Since 2023, violence associated
with drug trafficking, extortion, and territorial disputes has followed an upward
trajectory across the country .
National homicide records illustrate this trend, increasing from 7,065 in 2024 to
9,282 in 2025, reaching Ecuador’s highest homicide rate ever reported, primarily
in coastal provinces . Although the Government declared
an internal armed conflict in 2024 and expanded military operations against OCGs,
violence has continued to spread across multiple provinces

Violence is concentrated along Ecuador's Pacific coast, in provinces such as El
Oro, Esmeraldas, Guayas, Los Rios, and Manabi, which contain strategic ports,
border crossings, and trafficking corridors that facilitate illegal export routes

. Competition to control these territories has contributed to
displacement, attacks against civilians, disruption to public services, and increasing
protection risks for communities

CRISIS OVERVIEW

El Oro lies at the centre of these dynamics because of its strategic border location
and two ports. There has been a significant increase in violence in the province
between 2025-2026, with 210 homicides between January—April 2025 and 359 for
the same period in 2026, a 71% increase. This is drastically higher than the 12%
decrease in national homicide rates during the same period

. The highest homicide rate was recorded in Machala, a
strategic coastal canton linked to border crossings, port access, and trafficking
corridors

The province has also experienced a sustained increase in other types of violence.
Comparing the January—May period in both 2025 and 2026, extortion increased by
5.6%, while disappearances rose by 29% between January 2025 and April 2026

. Explosive attacks have also become
an increasingly visible feature of criminal activity in the province. Between January
2025 and May 2026, El Oro accounted for 44% of all explosive incidents recorded


https://ecuador.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/uniones_tempranas_-_cnii_unfpa.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/ecuador/media/16576/file/Aproximaci%C3%B3n%20al%20reclutamiento%20de%20ni%C3%B1os,%20ni%C3%B1as%20y%20adolescentes%20en%20Ecuador.pdf
https://acleddata.com/report/pressure-rises-ecuadors-government-rein-escalating-gang-violence
https://www.crisisgroup.org/rpt/latin-america-caribbean/colombia-ecuador-guatemala-honduras-mexico/108-curbing-violence-latin-america-drug-trafficking-hotspots
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/ecuadors-elections-organized-crime-and-security-challenges/
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/36b055c8-e10c-4e57-ba25-3046ca5ef15d
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2026/country-chapters/ecuador
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/analisis-regional-de-proteccion-en-america-latina-y-el-caribe-2025
https://reliefweb.int/report/world/analisis-regional-de-proteccion-en-america-latina-y-el-caribe-2025
https://www.crisisgroup.org/rpt/latin-america-caribbean/ecuador/109-paradise-lost-ecuadors-battle-organised-crime
https://globalinitiative.net/analysis/ecuadors-criminal-crisis/
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/36b055c8-e10c-4e57-ba25-3046ca5ef15d
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/36b055c8-e10c-4e57-ba25-3046ca5ef15d
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/cb8f704e-2b27-4d7f-9431-d40c4e27fa48
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/cb8f704e-2b27-4d7f-9431-d40c4e27fa48
https://www.acaps.org/fileadmin/Data_Product/Main_media/20250811_ACAPS_Colombia_-_The_impact_of_violence_on_livelihoods_in_El_Oro__.pdf
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/36b055c8-e10c-4e57-ba25-3046ca5ef15d
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/36b055c8-e10c-4e57-ba25-3046ca5ef15d
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/homicidios-intencionales/resource/cb8f704e-2b27-4d7f-9431-d40c4e27fa48

nationwide, with 76% of these incidents concentrated in Machala, illustrating the
intensity of territorial disputes in the province (ACLED accessed 12/06/2026). As a
mechanism of intimidation and territorial control, these attacks have targeted
homes, businesses, and even schools and their surrounding neighbourhoods,
resulting in damaged infrastructure and contributing to fear and self-imposed
mobility restrictions (FGE accessed 17/06/2026; Primicias 27/02/2026; ACAPS 11/08/2025).

Figure 1. Yearly incidents reported from key violence indicators in El Oro province
(2021-2025)
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Note: owing to the substantial difference in figures across indicators, the graph is presented using a
logarithmic scale. As such, the vertical axis displays uneven intervals. The ‘extortion’ and ‘explosive
attacks’ indicators reflect presumptively reported incidents, which may have affected multiple
individuals. By contrast, figures for the ‘intentional homicide’ indicator represent individual cases.

Sources: ACAPS using data from FGE (accessed 09/07/2026); ACLED (accessed 09/07/2026); MDI
(accessed 25/05/2026 a); MDI (accessed 25/05/2026 b)
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Increased child and adolescent exposure to escalating violence

Children and adolescents have become one of the populations most affected
by escalating violence in El Oro. As OCGs expand territorial control through drug
trafficking, extortion, and other illegal economies, schools and their surrounding
areas have become increasingly exposed to violence. This is particularly true in
the Huaquillas, Machala, and Pasaje cantons, where OCGs exercise social control,
recruit members, and influence community life (PADF 25/06/2025; 0CHA/UNCT 12/05/2026;
El Comercio 13/06/2025; UNICEF 04/07/2025).

ElOro has alsorecorded one of Ecuador’s highest levels of violence affecting children
and adolescents. In 2025, the province ranked fourth nationally for its homicide rate
for children and adolescents aged 0-19 years, at 10.09 per 100,000, nearly double
the national rate of 5.75. While Ecuador’s national homicide rate in this age group fell
by 3.2% when comparing January—April 2025 and January—April 2026, El Oro’s rate
increased by 54.2% (from 3.2 to 4.9), illustrating the worsening security environment
affecting children and adolescents (VDI accessed 26/05/2026 a; MDl accessed 26/05/2026 b).

The effects of violence on children and adolescents extend beyond immediate
security concerns. The threat of OCG recruitment and use, extortion, disappearance,
and homicide, coupled with mobility restrictions, increasingly shapes the daily
decisions of children, adolescents, and their families (KIl 03/06/2026 b; KII 03/06/2026
c; KIl 09/06/2026). When comparing the January—April periods in 2025 and 2026, the
province also recorded a 10% increase in the children and adolescent detention rate
linked to criminal activities and a 29% increase in disappearances, illustrating the
broader protection environment affecting this demographic (MDI accessed 26/05/2026
a; MDI accessed 26/05/2026 b).

Institutional measures to address the growing protection threats to children and
adolescents remain limited compared to the scale of need. The Ministry of Education
has prioritised three schools (out of 152) in the Machala canton, providing one
hour of police presence during entry and dismissal times because of documented
violence, including attempted entry by individuals selling drugs, robberies, and
violent incidents around the schools (Diario Correo 02/06//2026; Enfoquec 04/05/2026). No
information is available on any other response efforts.
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DRIVERS OF THE CRISIS

lllegal economies and OCG fragmentation

The protection crisis in El Oro stems from OCG territorial control and associated
illegal economies, which exploit communities. Moving illicit goods requires OCGs
to control not only trafficking routes, but also the neighbourhoods these routes
run through and everything in between. Because schools concentrate children and
adolescents in a fixed, predictable space, they become a captive-demand micro-
trafficking market and favourable recruitment environment. The same logic that
makes El Oro an export hub is what turns children and adolescents into a link in
local illegal operations

The province's coastal areas, particularly Machala canton, are crucial nodes for
international drug trafficking, including smuggling across borders

. OCGs use ports such as Puerto Bolivar (Machala) and Puerto
Hualtaco (Huaquillas), irregular docks, and maritime routes to ship cocaine to
international markets

El Oro shares a border with Peru, and OCGs control illegal activities, including
trafficking in people and smuggling weapons and goods, across the border

. Furtherinland, El Oro is a major centre for illegal gold mining, particularly
around the cantons of Portovelo and Zaruma. OCGs have systematically infiltrated
these economies, controlling mining operations, mineral processing plants, and
supply chains while extracting extortion payments from miners, local businesses,
and civilians

The fragmentation of major OCGs, including the capture, assassination, or
extradition of gang leaders, as well as prison massacres, has disrupted traditional
chains of command. Internal power struggles have caused large groups to splinter
into competing factions . In El Oro, this
dynamic is prominently visible in the war between the Los Lobos factions, including
the rival subgroups of Los Lobos Espejo and Los Lobos Sao Box

The proliferation of competing factions has fragmented neighbourhoods, muItlpIylng
invisible borders across the province. The intense territorial dispute leaves children
and adolescents caught on volatile front lines between rival groups, with public
spaces and communities increasingly subjected to shifting control and protection
risks.

0CGs' escalating social and territorial control

The fragmentation of and disputes between OCGs contribute to escalating social
and territorial control. The resultant imposition of invisible borders and unmarked
territorial boundaries enforced by these groups to impose mobility restrictions is
a primary driver of the protection crisis in El Oro. In contested territories, such as
Puerto Bolivar in Machala, disputes over illegal economies result in strict social
controls, such as OCGs enforcing informal curfews and dictating mobility between
neighbourhoods . For children, adolescents, and their caregivers,
daily mobility involves severe protection risks. The imposition of informal curfews
by one OCG has left at least one neighbourhood largely abandoned, restricting child
and adolescent mobility and reducing access to protective spaces

OCGs leverage their territorial dominance through extreme violence to reinforce and
expand control, sending deliberate messages to communities under their influence.
This includes homicides involving mutilation and threats, deployed to communicate
territorial dominance to residents

OCGs exercise social and territorial control particularly through schools, which are
instrumentalised to reproduce their criminal influence and access large numbers of
minors . Criminal groups may infiltrate and use schools as captive
environments for criminal operations or, alternatively, enforce territorial isolation
rendering schools inaccessible. These strategies are not mutually exclusive;
their application shifts depending on the local criminal objectives and prevailing
security dynamics, leaving schools vulnerable to both direct interference and total
abandonment . This territorial control extends
to the physical spaces surrounding educational facilities. Because OCGs dominate
neighbourhoods, schools cease to be safe spaces and are absorbed into the groups’
area of control, effectively isolating and leaving schools without protection
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HEIGHTENED PROTECTION RISKS AFFECTING CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

The overlap between recruitment, disappearance, and homicide suggests that OCGs
increasingly use children and adolescents to sustain territorial control and local
criminal operations. Violence increasingly penetrates El Oro through recruitment,
extortion, and sexual violence occurring inside and around schools and other spaces
often used by children and adolescents (UNICEF 04/07/2025;1CG 12/11/2025).

Homicides of children and adolescents

As previously noted, the child and adolescent homicide rate in El Oro is significantly
higherthanthenationalrate. Intentionalhomicidesinvolving childrenand adolescents
rose 54.2% in El Oro when comparing the first quarters of 2025 and 2026 (from 24 to
37 fatalities), while the national rate declined 3.2% in the same period. On an annual
basis, this positions the province as the highest ranked nationally by incidence rate
per 100,000 inhabitants (4.9), up from fourth place in 2025, when 76 child homicides
were reported (MDI accessed 25/05/2026 a; MDI accessed 25/05/2026 b; Expreso 14/02/2026).

At the cantonal level, Machala (33), Pasaje (12), and Santa Rosa (11) recorded the
highest number of child and adolescent homicides in 2025. During the first quarter
of 2026, Pasaje had already reached 92% of the total incidents recorded for the
whole of 2025, with 11 fatalities, up from just three in the first quarter of 2025. This
underscored a sharp acceleration in violence against children and adolescents,
matching the number of cases reported in Machala during the same period and
surpassing Santa Rosa by 57% (7). These figures are particularly concerning given
that Pasaje’s population is 73% smaller than Machala’s and only 4% larger than
Santa Rosa'’s (MDI accessed 25/05/2026 a; MDI accessed 25/05/2026 b; INEC 2024).

Exposure to lethal violence, particularly among boys, becomes more pronounced
after the age of 14-15, including among students who remain enrolled. From this
age, boys are more frequently recruited for high-risk activities such as firearms
training, targeted homicides, and the detonation of explosives (KIl 09/06/2026; KI|
05/06/2026). Official figures for El Oro reflect this pattern, with boys of school-going
age accounting for 92% of child and adolescent homicides in the first quarter of
2026 and 89% in 2025 (MDI accessed 25/05/2026 a; MDI accessed 25/05/2026 b).
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These trends are supported by instances of homicide or attempted homicide
reported in El Oro.

+ Between January 2025 and May 2026, five armed attacks targeting school
students were reported in El Oro. All the victims were boys, four of whom were
killed while wearing school uniforms during their commute to or from school
(K11'03/06/2026 c; ACLED accessed 12/06/2026).

+ In October 2025, an 18-year-old student was murdered and mutilated by a
17-year-old, who left the victim’s head and arms in and around the school
he attended, alongside threats (ACLED accessed 12/06/2026; KII 12/06/2026;
Extra 16/10/2025). Initial investigations suggest the homicide was linked to
confrontations between students associated with rival OCGs competing for
control over the territory where the school is located (Expreso 25/10/2025; Extra
16/10/2025).

+ Between December 2025 and February 2026, three children and adolescents
were killed in public spaces in El Oro: two in Machala while commuting
between home and school, and one in a commercial area of Puerto Hualtaco
in Huaquillas canton (Diario Correo 26/02/2026; ACLED accessed 12/06/2026).

Table 1. Reported child and adolescent homicides by age group and canton,
January 2025 to April 2026

2025 2026 (Jan—Apr) Total
Canton 0-9 10-14 15-19 10-14 15-19
Arenillas 0 0 3 0 2 5
El Guabo 0 0 7 0 4 11
Huaquillas 1 1 8 0 2 12
Machala 1 0 2 9 44
Pasaje 0 2 10 1 10 23
Santa 1 2 8 2 5 18

-

Lower Higher

Note: no reported homicides involving children aged 0-9 were recorded between January-April 2026.
Sources: ACAPS using data from MDI (accessed 25/05/2026 a); MDI (accessed 25/05/2026 b)
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Recruitment and use of children and adolescents

OCG recruitment and use represents one of the most significant protection risks
affecting children and adolescents in El Oro, occurring inside schools, along school
routes, and in surrounding neighbourhoods, exposing children and adolescents to
criminal influence throughout their daily routine

Recruitment does not necessarily occur, however, via a direct criminal group
presence. Children may be used by OCGs to identify, approach, and recruit
classmates, making peer networks an important mechanism for expanding criminal
influence . Available evidence from other parts of
Ecuador suggests that recruitment has likely expanded to digital platforms, which
facilitate contact, monitoring, and coordination between children, adolescents, and
0CGs. In Manabi province, for instance, a 12-year-old was recruited via WhatsApp in
March 2026 to gather information on potential extortion targets

No similar cases were documented in El Oro during the reporting period, though
humanitarian organisations reported concerns about the use of digital platforms
to maintain contact with children and adolescents in the province, suggesting the
mechanism may be relevant locally

Recruitment and use in El Oro follows age and gender-specific patterns. Boys aged
9-11 are typically used for surveillance, information gathering, message delivery,
and theft, with involvement expanding as they age to guarding safe houses, carrying
weapons, extortion, kidnappings, and homicide

. Girls, particularly those aged 14-17, face differentiated risks
underpinned by harmful gender norms that sustain GBV. These risks include sexual
exploitation and child labour, with girls often expected to undertake domestic tasks
within criminal structures . Adolescents from low-
income households face higher recruitment risks, as OCGs exploit gaps in basic
needs through promises of loans, income, and material goods for economic mobility,
protection, and social recognition

Threats and extortion affecting children and adolescents

OCG threats and extortion have made schools and surrounding areas in El Oro
increasingly unsafe, constraining access to education, undermining the protective
role of teachers, and deepening household economic challenges among families
already exposed to violence. El Oro recorded 1,553 extortion cases in 2025, ranking
third nationally, with a 5.6% increase between January—May 2025 and the same
period in 2026 . Increasing extortion dynamics are most
acute in the cantons of Portovelo (250%), Pasaje (64%), and Huaquillas (37%), where
OCG territorial control has extended into spaces children and adolescents use daily

Extortion affects schools and students in different ways. For schools, 0CGs demand
up to USD 2,000 from private schools to remain open, costs that are passed on to
students and their families as fees or force school closures . For
students, families who are already struggling to pay for school supplies (costing
up to USD 600 for four students) cannot absorb any additional pressure

. This forces some affected children and adolescents to drop out of
school, increasing their potential risk of recruitment and use.

Intensifying social control is also reflected in a 14% increase in reported threats in El
Oro between January—May 2025 and the same period in 2026, in contrastto a 1.7%
national decrease over the same period. Threats increased in the coastal cantons
of Machala (from 203 to 234 cases) and Arenillas (from 27 to 40), as well as in the
mining cantons of Pasaje (from 61 to 87), Santa Rosa (from 61 to 65), Zaruma (from
7 1o 18 cases), and Portovelo (from 3 to 7) between January—May 2025 and the same
period in 2026. While the number of incidents in mining areas remains lower than
in coastal cantons, this increase indicates that criminal groups are expanding their
extortion networks beyond traditional coastal port hubs into territories dominated
by other illegal economies, such as illicit mining

Atthe household level, threats and extortion compound economic fragility, narrowing
families’ options. Although multidimensional poverty in El Oro (19.7%) remains
below the national average (37.1%), OCGs exploit economic vulnerabilities to expand
extortion networks, particularly in Huaquillas, Machala, and Pasaje, where 68% of
extortions in 2025 and 70% in 2026 (January—May) were concentrated. As extortion
drains household incomes, families face growing difficulty covering school-related
costs, causing children to be pulled out of school to help offset the loss, increasing
dropouts
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Explosive attacks affecting children and adolescents

Explosive attacks carried out by OCGs in El Oro accounted for 44% of all such attacks
reported nationwide between January 2025 and May 2026, though the comparable
January—May period saw a year-on-year decline, from 42 to 29 incidents. Machala
is the worst-affected canton, registering 76% of the province’s explosive attacks in
this period . These attacks are often linked to extortion
demands and threats

Explosions near schools have caused structural damage to school infrastructure

. In Machala, according to an interviewee, shockwaves

have destroyed classroom roofs and forced schools to install window protectors

. While the Ministry of Education registers these incidents, the state

does not cover repair costs, leaving the financial burden to school authorities and

parents . Although specific data for El Oro is limited, a similar case

in Guayaquil (Guayas) in May 2026 showed that parents had to pay USD 100-150
annually to fund repairs and school equipment

During the first half of 2025, over 140,000 detonators and dozens of explosive
devices were seized in El Oro during the over 2,500 military operations carried out
by the Government . According to an interviewee, armed
clashes and explosive attacks often leave bullet casings and live munitions, such
as grenades, near educational facilities. The presence of unexploded grenades
poses a severe risk for children and adolescents commuting through these areas

. While specific incidents are not widely reported in secondary sources,
this information gap is likely linked to communities’ fear of OCG reprisals if they
report.

GBV risks affecting adolescent girls

OCGs'’ escalating territorial and social control in El Oro increases the risks of GBV
for girls (aged 0-19). Educational facilities and surroundings serve as high-risk
environments, as the presence of criminal networks disproportionately exposes
girls to sexual exploitation. While reporting of GBV incidents is hindered by fear
of retaliation and the infiltration of criminal networks within institutions, the risks
described below — alongside the risks of sexual exploitation linked to the recruitment
and use of girls discussed earlier — directly undermine girls’ educational continuity
and safety.

+ Rape and sexual assault: in provinces such as Guayas and Los Rios, OCG
infiltration of educational facilities, inadequate supervision, and infrastructure
that does not mitigate GBV risks for students contribute to schools becoming
a high-risk environment for girls . In El Oro, educational staff
struggle to monitor bathrooms located far from main areas in crowded schools.
Similarly, back alleys and boundaries between classrooms often serve as hubs
for drug sales and consumption. The isolation of these spaces, combined with
the presence of illicit activities, exposes girl students to the persistent threat
and occurrence of rape and sexual assault, which discourages attendance
and drives school dropout, directly undermining educational continuity

Early unions: reports suggest that OCGs deliberately target girls facing poverty
or restricted access to institutional protection, drawing them into exploitative
early unions through overt force, economic coercion, or manipulation
strategies designed to build emotional dependency

. These dynamics exploit significant power imbalances and gender
norms that normalise relationships with older men and frame girls’ sexuality
as an exchangeable resource . One interviewee
noted a case of a 13-year-old girl in a port area who became pregnant
following her involvement with an individual linked to an OCG. The group kept
her under strict surveillance and, following the OCG member’s killing in prison,
she remains out of the education system and forced to survive in the informal
economy . While specific secondary data for El Oro is limited,
available reports indicate that these forced or manipulated interactions
contribute to early pregnancies, a leading cause of school dropout in Ecuador

Disappearances

Girls (aged 0-19) are disproportionately affected by child and adolescent
disappearances in El Oro. OCGs actively target this demographic for sexual
exploitation and coerced early unions, mainlyinand around schools

.In 2025, girls represented 81% of disappearances in El Oro, compared
with 74% nationally, among children and adolescents . This
trend continued between January—April 2026, with girls aged 10-19 accounting for
almost 69% (71 of 103) of all reported cases. Reported disappearances of girls rise
sharply from age 10, increasing from two cases among those aged 0-9 to 25 among
those aged 10-14 . This shift indicates that criminal groups


https://acleddata.com/conflict-data/data-export-tool?event_date_from=2025-01-01&event_date_to=2026-05-31&country%5B218%5D=218&fields_on%5Bpopulation_1km%5D=population_1km&fields_on%5Bevent_id_cnty%5D=event_id_cnty&viewsreference%5Breload%5D=eJxdi8EKwjAQRP9lzx7UIk3zKyLLSta6kK4hWVqK9N9NyaHgYQ4z780XWOkZOWBhM9GxgL8_TpAosxrWiK1oa2Lw-0hjpvSGf0FCxdfOuduBXsIxoNK0X1uZhZdDyDxLkY-292UYOtdX2lQxnjBwNAJ_3n69bjrE
https://www.expreso.ec/politica/padres-financian-reparacion-escuelas-guayaquil-gasto-desajusta-hogares-282343.html
https://diariocorreo.com.ec/116825/sucesos/mas-de-180-mil-elementos-explosivos-incautados-por-las-fuerzas-armadas-en-el-primer-semestre-el-oro
https://www.acaps.org/fileadmin/Data_Product/Main_media/20260416_ACAPS_Ecuador_-_Protection_risks_for_women_and_girls_in_guayas_and_los_rios_.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/fileadmin/Data_Product/Main_media/20260416_ACAPS_Ecuador_-_Protection_risks_for_women_and_girls_in_guayas_and_los_rios_.pdf
https://ecuador.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/uniones_tempranas_-_cnii_unfpa.pdf
https://ecuador.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/uniones_tempranas_-_cnii_unfpa.pdf
https://www.acaps.org/fileadmin/Data_Product/Main_media/20260416_ACAPS_Ecuador_-_Protection_risks_for_women_and_girls_in_guayas_and_los_rios_.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/ecuador/media/16576/file/Aproximaci%C3%B3n%20al%20reclutamiento%20de%20ni%C3%B1os,%20ni%C3%B1as%20y%20adolescentes%20en%20Ecuador.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/ecuador/media/16576/file/Aproximaci%C3%B3n%20al%20reclutamiento%20de%20ni%C3%B1os,%20ni%C3%B1as%20y%20adolescentes%20en%20Ecuador.pdf
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/personas-desaparecidas/resource/a9364f2d-079f-4a11-9808-d8ba9eea8ed1
https://www.datosabiertos.gob.ec/dataset/personas-desaparecidas/resource/7329fc75-94c3-4611-94ee-d84cd18fef1b

target girls precisely at the onset of puberty, coinciding with their increased mobility
and vulnerability to recruitment and sexual exploitation in and around schools

Disappearances are heavily concentrated in the province’'s most violent cantons
along strategic routes used to facilitate illegal economies, including areas near
Puerto Bolivar. In 2025, Machala recorded 63 cases among adolescent girls aged
15-19, followed by Huaquillas (15), Santa Rosa (14), and Pasaje (11) (MDI accessed
27/05/2026 a). Machala remains the primary hotspot, registering 54% (56) of all
provincial cases involving children and adolescents between January—April 2026,
with adolescent girls aged 15-19 accounting for 39 incidents alone (MDI accessed
27/05/2026 b).

Table 2. Reported child and adolescent disappearances in El Oro by age group
and gender, January 2025 to April 2026

0-9 10-14 15-19 Total
Canton Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls
Machala 4 6 9 22 171
Santa Rosa 2] 1 4 12 7 19 .46
Pasaje 3 2 2 15 4 14 o
Huaquillas 0 1 1 12 a 19 B
El Guabo 2 0 0 8 6 10 [
Arenillas 0 1 0 3 0 4 s
Atahualpa 0 0 1 1 0 T |8
Balsas 0 0 0 0 1 2 |3
Zaruma 0 0 0 0 0 3 |3
Chilla 0 0 0 0 0 1 |
Las Lajas 0 0 0 0 0 1 |
Marcabeli 1 0 0 0 0 o |

Lower Higher

Note: the figures presented reflect presumed reported disappearances; the underlying causes are
diverse and not necessarily linked to OCG activities.
Source: ACAPS using data from MDI (accessed 27/05/2026 a)
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The overall scale of the crisis continues to worsen. Between January—April 2025
and the same period in 2026, child and adolescent disappearances increased
by approximately 29% in El Oro, significantly above the national increase of 4.4%
(MDI accessed 27/05/2026 a; MDI accessed 27/05/2026 b). In 2025, 237 disappearances
involved children and adolescents compared with 121 cases among adults aged
20 and above; this gap is consistent with reports from interviewees that OCGs
deliberately target children and adolescents for recruitment and exploitation, given
their perceived value as a low-cost, easily replaceable, and less legally accountable
resource for criminal structures (KI110/06/2026; MDl accessed 27/05/2026 a). The protection
system lacks the budget and operational capacity to absorb this volume of cases,
illustrating a systemic crisis that is overwhelming potential institutional responses
(K11 10/06/2026; DPE 31/07/2025).

FURTHER IMPACTS OF 0CG VIOLENCE

Reduced access to education

Recruitment, disappearances, homicides, extortion, and threats linked to OCGs
have reduced access to education for children and adolescents in El Oro, one of
Ecuador’s largest education systems, with 482 public and 70 private schools serving
over 164,000 students (MDE accessed 04/06/2026; MDE accessed 28/05/2026). Families
increasingly weigh security risks before deciding whether children and adolescents
can attend school, while teachers and school authorities face growing challenges
sustaining the protective environment of schools (Kil 03/06/2026 b; KIl 03/06/2026 c; KII
09/06/2026). These dynamics drive absenteeism, increase dropout risk, and deepen
barriers to learning (Children International/Empleo Joven 03/02/2025; PADF 25/06/2025; DPE
31/07/2025).

Between the beginning of the 2024/2025 and 2025/2026 academic years, school
enrolment in El Oro declined by 2.7%, exceeding the national decrease of 1.7%, with
the sharpest decline among adolescents aged 15-19. Lower and upper secondary
non-attendance rates registered 9.1% and 21.4% respectively in 2025, both below
the national averages (13% and 25.3%) for children and adolescents, and improving
faster than the national trend (VIDE accessed 28/05/2026; INEC accessed 04/06/2026). Data
on school dropouts likely understates the full impact of lethal violence on children
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and adolescents, as those who have already left the education system as a result
of recruitment, threats, or extortion fall outside school-based monitoring and are
among those most exposed to violence.

Extortion has been reported in households dependent on fishing, banana trading,
and transport, creating economic pressure that can translate into reduced school
attendance, as older children are pulled into income-generating activities or kept
home to save on school-related costs . This
rupture of ties to school represents a critical juncture where recruitment risks peak,
indicating that dropout is a driver of recruitment rather than simply a consequence
of it . Interviewees noted that some parents also withdraw children
and adolescents from school, opting instead for remote learning, when schools
are in OCG-contested areas or have sustained physical damage

. This shift disproportionately excludes children and adolescents from
low socioeconomic backgrounds from continued education.

Access to quality education is also affected by extortion, which both limits
households’ income and influences academic decisions. In El Oro, teachers report
receiving threats that limit their ability to grade students and provide assignments
out of fear of reprisals against themselves and their families, directly affecting
their protective role in schools and the development of curricula

OCGs recruit and use children and adolescents to both draw them out of school,
contributing to dropout and displacement when they resist control, and exploit them
while they remain enrolled, including as lookouts, drug sellers, or peer recruiters. As
such, school enrolment alone is not indicative of child and adolescent safety

Detentions
Between January—April 2025 and the same period in 2026, child and adolescent

detentions in El Oro increased by approximately 10%, reaching 165 cases in the first
four months of 2026 alone, including 75 in Machala

The impact of detention is not uniform across the province. Reported child and
adolescent detentions linked to OCGs in 2025 were heavily concentrated in the
coastal and port hub of Machala (229 cases), with markedly lower figures in the
mining zones of Portovelo (3) and Zaruma (7). This suggests that OCG recruitment
of children and adolescents is likely more entrenched in areas where port and trade
routes offer greater criminal resource opportunities

Displacement and self-imposed mobility restrictions

The presence of OCGs affects child and adolescent mobility, in some cases forcing
them to displace to avoid protection risks while also encouraging self-imposed
mobility restrictions. Fear of being caught in crossfire and targeted violence
drives communities toward self-imposed mobility restrictions. According to an
interviewee, adolescent boys seen inrival territories are targeted, killed, and labelled
as informants by OCGs, while adolescent girls face harassment and exploitation
along the same routes

OCGs reinforce this fear through direct displays of violence near protective spaces.
In October 2025, human remains were deposited outside a school and the municipal
building in Pasaje, alongside pamphlets threatening rival OCG members and anyone
entering the contested territory . Such events restrict child and
adolescent mobility, contribute to school transfers and absenteeism, and signal
to families that neither school environments nor surrounding public spaces offer
protection . Theserestrictions
carry psychological effects that extend beyond those experienced by victims of
direct violence, as children and adolescents in OCG-controlled neighbourhoods
often reduce participation in recreational activities, with curfews and fear of
crossing invisible borders deepening isolation and further weakening community
support networks

Displacement has also emerged as a primary response to protectionrisks associated
with OCGs. A 2025 ProLAC survey found that 43% of respondents in Ecuador had
been forced to displace, 80% of whom as a result of the risks posed by OCGs.
Further qualitative data highlighted that displacements were driven by exposure to
child and adolescent recruitment and use, extortion, death threats, and homicides
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Child and adolescent mental health

OCG violence drives sustained mental health impacts for children and adolescents
in El Oro. An assessment of 250 children and adolescents in the province identified
hostile attribution bias among some participants — a tendency to interpret
their environment as deliberately acting against them — presenting as sadness,
withdrawal, and irritability instead of aggression, unlike patterns observed elsewhere
(KI103/06/2026 c). These psychological responses directly affect education by making
it difficult for many children and adolescents to sustain attention and engage with
peers and teachers, often progressing into absenteeism or complete school dropout
(K1103/06/2025 a; KI1 03/06/2026 b).

Cases of depression, self-harm, and suicide among children and adolescents
continue to occur, though provincial data cannot be directly linked to the OCG
presence. In 2025, El Oro recorded seven cases of suicide among children and
adolescents aged 0-17 compared to 137 recorded nationally (0SQ accessed 29/05/2026).
These significant and often unaddressed mental health needs erode children’s and
adolescents’ capacity to learn, feeding a cycle of school disengagement, dropout,
and heightened recruitment risk, as OCGs exploit this emotional vulnerability
through offers of money, protection, or belonging (UNICEF 04/07/2025; KI1 09/06/2026).
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AGGRAVATING FACTORS

Climate change and natural hazards

By July 2026, El Nifio conditions were present, with equatorial sea surface
temperatures above average across the central and eastern Pacific Ocean (NOAA
accessed 20/07/2026). In Ecuador, El Nifio typically enhances the rainy season, bringing
above-average precipitation between January—May (IRl accessed 02/07/2026). By May
2026, authorities had issued a preventive alert across 17 provinces, including El Oro,
with more than 1.25 million students and over 7,000 educational institutions located
in areas at risk of heavy rainfall and flooding (Primicias 23/06/2026).

Seasonal forecasts for July—September 2026 anticipate above-normal precipitation
across most of northeastern Ecuador (WMO accessed 02/07/2026). Between October—
December 2026, wetter-than-normal conditions are expected to extend to the entire
country, further increasing the risk of flooding at the start of the rainy season, which
runs from December—May (WMO accessed 02/07/2026).

El Oro faces high exposure and vulnerability to natural hazards, compounding
existing protection and education risks. Between January—May 2026, extreme
rainfall events affected the coastal region, with national authorities reporting
over 113,000 people affected nationwide, 139 schools damaged, and 873 others
highly affected; this led to a suspension of education in several provinces (Infobae
19/05/2026). In El Oro during the same period, flooding affected over 9,000 people,
over 180 hectares of crops, and damaged 3,060 houses, 15 bridges, and 11 public
buildings (SNGR 31/05/2026). Machala, Pasaje, and Santa Rosa — some of the cantons
most affected by violence — also face flooding risks from river and canal overflow
(GK 30/04/2025; Think Hazard accessed 06/07/2026).

Compounded climate hazards severely disrupt education and child protection
mechanisms. Severe flooding threatens to damage school infrastructure and force
temporary closures, removing children from the protections still offered by schools.
Combined with extreme heat, flooding also increases vector- and waterborne
diseases. Such outbreaks, worsened by damaged school WASH facilities, drive
student absenteeism and aggravate vulnerabilities such as chronic malnutrition
(Education Cannot Wait accessed 02/07/2026; Joint SDG Fund 30/04/2021). Climate-induced
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displacement and agricultural losses also deepen household economic stress. This
financial pressure lowers family resilience against extortion, increases the risk of
child and adolescent recruitment into illegal activities, and further drives school
dropouts. According to interviewees, the start of classes in El Oro was postponed
in 2026 because of a widespread inability to cover school-related costs at the
household level resulting from the loss of assets and income linked to flooding and
road damage

Climate shocks also challenge the delivery of humanitarian and development
assistance. Floods, landslides, and damaged roads and infrastructure isolate
communities, interrupting access to child protection and school-based services.
Access challenges are compounded by security constraints, especially in El Oro,
Esmeraldas, and Guayas. In these areas, OCGs’ territorial control results in the
restriction and obstruction of access to humanitarian services and assistance.
Responders also face interference when implementing humanitarian activities,
including violence against humanitarian personnel, facilities, and assets

Inadequate WASH services and infrastructure

WASH deficiencies aggravate the child protection crisis in El Oro. Nationally, an
estimated 925,000 people have WASH needs, of whom 900,000 lack access to
safe water and 393,000 lack improved sanitation. Children and adolescents are
disproportionally affected by this situation, with 49% living in rural territories and
consuming water contaminated with faecal coliforms . In El
Oro, OCGs’ illegal gold mining discharges mercury and cyanide into river systems,
such as the river crossing Portovelo, and 4.2% of households do not have access
to public water supply networks

Within this context, schools in El Oro lack a continuous water supply and have
damaged sanitary batteries

While specific secondary information s limited, an interviewee reported that frequent
instances of theft during school holidays target water pumping infrastructure,
disabling sanitary services and forcing students and teachers to manually extract
water from cisterns to flush toilets daily . When schools lack menstrual
hygiene resources and families are unable to afford them, girls miss classes monthly,
increasing absence, learning lag, and school dropout

While secondary data on the financial impact of these incidents is scarce, an
interviewee indicated that the financial burden of maintaining and repairing WASH
facilities falls entirely on parent committees and school authorities, diverting
resources away from other educational needs

Challenges for institutional and humanitarian response

Government institutions and humanitarian organisations face constraints in
providing adequate child protection services, education continuity, and sufficient
health support for children and adolescents in areas affected by OCG control. The
insufficient response capacity compounds the crisis, leaving schools isolated and
students without critical safety nets against recruitment and violence.

Institutional response

+ Mental health response capacity remains limited, further aggravating the
impacts of OCG violence on children’s and adolescents’ psychosocial
wellbeing. School psychologists are trained to detect and refer cases, not
provide clinical treatment. Because guidance counsellors operate beyond
capacity and external specialised services are scarce, these detection efforts
often break down. El Oro has only one psychiatrist for the entire province and a
limited number of psychologists outside Machala, leaving the province without
viable clinical referral pathways

« The reduction of teachers in El Oro (1.9% between the 2024/2025 and
2025/2026 academic years, exceeding the national reduction of 1.2%) limits
schools’ capacity toidentify children and adolescents atrisk, monitor wellbeing,
make referrals, and respond to protection concerns
This is compounded by teachers’ fear of threats should they intervene, and by
guidance counsellors operating beyond capacity without referral pathways

+ The health system faces shortages of medicines, specialists, mental health
services, and referral capacity, compounded by violence against patients, staff,
and facilities that discourages people from seeking care. This leaves trauma-
affected students and teachers with little external psychosocial support to
draw on, reinforcing the same gap in referral capacity already noted for school
counsellors
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Humanitarian organisations

Humanitarian organisations face access, security, funding, and staffing
constraints. OCGs limit entry to some neighbourhoods, including areas near
Puerto Bolivar . Staff movements are restricted to daylight
hours, public transport is avoided, and activities require security check-ins and
safer transport, increasing costs and reducing field presence

Security incidents have led to cancelled programme activities and reduced
coverage. In 2025, a planned protection assessment in schools in Machala
was suspended because of homicides and explosive attacks near educational
facilities, particularly in Puerto Bolivar. Staff have also faced extortion,
explosions near their homes, and family-level exposure to violence

. This severely restricts responders’ ability to gather
critical data and deliver targeted support to children and adolescents.

Funding reductions and escalating violence have severely decreased the
humanitarian presencein El Oro. Several organisations have withdrawn entirely,
while those remaining operate at minimum capacity, closing field offices,
reducing staff to critical levels, or shifting to virtual platforms

. Resource shortages caused several projects to end prematurely
in July 2026, with others scheduled to close in 2027. This operational scale-
back has halted critical interventions, including Pedagogical Levelling and
Acceleration services for students with educational lag, alongside severe
reductions in cash and food assistance, emergency shelter, and psychosocial
support . Consequently, protection, education
support mechanisms, and other critical services that support child and
adolescent wellbeing are contracting precisely where they are most needed.

According to the Movimiento de Mujeres de El Oro, an organisation working on
GBV prevention and response, the crisis disproportionately affects children and
adolescents. Between January 2025 and May 2026, children and adolescents
accounted for 44.9% of new individuals assisted by the organisation. While
the source data does not disaggregate this figure by gender, adult women
represented 48.4% of cases while adult men only accounted for 6.7%, a
gendered trend that is likely replicated in boys’ and girls’ cases. Despite schools
often serving as the primary point of detection for GBV and trauma, responding
to these cases is hindered by a major geographical gap in service availability.
Specialised GBV support is concentrated in Machala, which accounts for 87%
of the assistance . Consequently, peripheral cantons, such as

El Guabo, Huaquillas, and Pasaje, suffer from critically low response capacity.
This geographical concentration severely inhibits the education-protection
referral pathway, leaving students in these cantons without the specialised
care required to support their recovery and school retention.



MAP 2. CONCENTRATION OF EXPLOSIVE ATTACKS, APPROXIMATE LOCATIONS OF SCHOOLS, AND REPORTED HOMICIDES
INVOLVING CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS IN EL ORO
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Sources: ACAPS using data from IEDG (accessed 14/07/2026); ACLED (accessed 09/07/2026); INEC (accessed 23/06/2026); MDI (accessed 25/05/2026 a); MDI (accessed
25/05/2026 b); OCHA (accessed 23/04/2026)

Note: this visual is intended solely for illustrative purposes and aims to highlight how the surroundings of spaces frequented by children and adolescents, such as schools, may
be exposed to protection risks, including intentional homicides and explosive attacks. ACAPS does not seek to establish a direct relationship between the indicators presented.
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