
On 09 Jan 2024, a dramatic escalation in Ecuador’s security situation occurred when
armed assailants stormed the TC Television studio in Guayaquil, taking several
journalists hostage. This alarming incident is a stark manifestation of the deepening
crisis in a nation grappling with drug trafficking and gang violence.

Assault on Media and the Gang Violence Context: The attackers, dressed in black and
wearing balaclavas, disrupted the live broadcast, showcasing the audacity and
severity of gang operations in Ecuador. Police Chief Cesar Augusto Zapata’s
confirmation of the successful rescue and arrest of 13 individuals, along with the
seizure of weapons and explosives, underscores the gravity of the situation, described
as an “internal armed conflict.”
Link with Gang Rivalries and Prison Escapes: This assault is part of a series of violent
incidents linked to gang rivalries and the escape of notorious gang leader “Fito” from
La Regional jail in Guayaquil. Fito’s gang, Los Choneros, maintains strong ties with
the Sinaloa Cartel, extending its influence beyond Ecuador’s borders.
Government’s Response and Decree: In response to the escalating violence,
President Daniel Noboa declared a nationwide state of emergency, deploying military
forces to combat the unrest. The decree labeling 22 drug trafficking gangs as
terrorist groups indicates the administration’s commitment to a hardline approach
against organized crime.
Ecuador’s Strategic Position in Cocaine Trade: Ecuador’s pivotal role as a
transshipment hub in the global cocaine trade, owing to its strategic position and
extensive Pacific coastline, has exacerbated the situation. Guayaquil’s ports have
become hotspots for drug shipments from Colombia and Peru, escalating gang
violence over control of these trafficking routes.
International Concerns and Regional Measures: The US and Peru have raised alarms
over the situation in Ecuador, with the US the issuing travel advisories and Peru
declaring an emergency along its northern border. The deployment of Peruvian army
troops to the border area reflects the regional concern over the potential spillover of
instability.
Legacy of Ecuador’s Gang Legalization Policy: The resurgence of violence challenges
the efficacy of Ecuador’s gang legalization policy, initiated in 2007, which had initially
led to a reduction in murder rates. President Noboa’s current tenure is marked by
increased challenges, highlighting the need for robust and strategic responses to
gang conflict and drug trafficking.
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