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Summary

Ecuador is an ethnically and geographically diverse country of 18.1 million people, encompassing parts of South America's Pacific coast, Amazon basin, and Andean highlands. Following a period of bilateral tensions under former President Rafael Correa (2006-2017), U.S.-Ecuador ties have strengthened, including under current President Daniel Noboa (2023-present) of the right-leaning National Democratic Action movement. During the second Trump Administration, the United States and Ecuador have expanded bilateral security cooperation and initiated joint military operations to curtail drug trafficking and other illicit activity linked to transnational criminal organizations (TCOs). Since roughly 2021, TCO-linked illicit activity has contributed to a security crisis in Ecuador, with gangs fighting for control of drug trafficking routes and prisons and attempting to influence politics. The U.S. and Ecuadorian governments also have expanded cooperation on trade and migration issues through the signing of new nonbinding bilateral agreements.

Congress, at times, has sought to shape the executive branch's approach to U.S.-Ecuador relations. In 2022, for example, Congress enacted the United States-Ecuador Partnership Act of 2022 as Title LV, Subtitle B, of the James M. Inhofe National Defense Authorization Act for FY2023 (P.L. 117-263). Authorized until December 2027, the act includes measures aimed at strengthening bilateral security cooperation and commercial ties to promote democracy and regional stability and to counter malign foreign influence.

In the 119th Congress, Members have expressed a range of views on Ecuador and U.S. policy. Some Members have commended President Noboa as a strong U.S. ally and called for an expansion of bilateral security cooperation to dismantle TCOs. Some Members have voiced concern about human rights conditions amid Ecuador's security crisis and possible democratic erosion under President Noboa; those of this view have called on the Trump Administration to suspend joint U.S.-Ecuador military operations and to ensure U.S. security assistance does not contribute to potential human rights abuses. The 119th Congress may assess security, economic, and human rights conditions in Ecuador—including any implications for regional security efforts—and consider legislative and other measures to shape bilateral relations.










Ecuador is an ethnically and geographically diverse country of 18.1 million people, encompassing parts of South America's Pacific coast, Amazon basin, and Andean highlands (see Figure A-1). Following a period of bilateral tensions and policy differences under former Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa (2006-2017), U.S.-Ecuador ties have strengthened, including under Ecuador's current President Daniel Noboa (2023-present). During the second Trump Administration, the United States and Ecuador have expanded cooperation, including conducting joint security efforts to curtail drug trafficking and other illicit activity linked to transnational criminal organizations (TCOs), which have contributed to a security crisis in Ecuador since roughly 2021.

In the 119th Congress, Members have expressed a range of views on U.S. engagement with Ecuador. Some Members called for an expansion of U.S.-Ecuador security cooperation to dismantle illicit drug and other TCO-linked operations. Some Members have voiced concern about human rights conditions amid Ecuador's security crisis and possible democratic erosion under President Noboa. Those of this view have called on the Trump Administration to suspend joint U.S.-Ecuador military operations and to ensure U.S. security assistance does not contribute to potential human rights abuses. The 119th Congress may assess security, economic, and human rights conditions in Ecuador and consider legislative and other measures to shape bilateral relations.


Political and Economic Conditions

President Daniel Noboa of the right-leaning National Democratic Action (ADN) first took office in November 2023. Ecuadorians elected Noboa to complete the term of former President Guillermo Lasso (2021-2023), who had called snap elections held in August 2023. In April 2025, Noboa won a full four-year presidential term after obtaining 55.6% of the vote in a presidential runoff election against Luisa González of the left-of-center Citizen Revolution (RC).1 Although González alleged voter fraud in the election, international observers expressed confidence in the results, while noting concerns about "conditions of inequity during the campaign" that favored Noboa's candidacy.2

In February 2025 Ecuador held legislative elections to elect all 151 members of the unicameral National Assembly. Support was largely divided between ADN (66 seats) and RC (67 seats) blocs. Noboa's ADN has forged an informal legislative majority with the support of smaller parties. Intraparty disagreements since the elections have reduced RC's legislative bloc to 62 seats.3

President Noboa's policymaking priorities have included addressing Ecuador's public security crisis (see "Security Crisis") and pursuing economic reforms. President Noboa issued executive orders in 2025 and 2026 that aimed to reduce government spending and improve efficiency by eliminating 5,000 public sector jobs and reducing the number of executive ministries from 14 to 10.4 His administration also initiated a phased removal of fuel subsidies, which have been in place since the 1970s, triggering some public protests.5 President Noboa has sought to implement portions of his agenda through national referendums, with mixed results.6 In April 2024, voters approved nine reforms aimed at addressing deteriorating security conditions—including measures that formalized the armed forces' role in public security functions and enabled the extradition of Ecuadorian citizens—and rejected two economic proposals. In November 2025, voters rejected four Noboa-backed proposals, including measures that would have reversed a constitutional ban on foreign military bases in Ecuadorian territory and established a constituent assembly to draft a new constitution.


Governance and Human Rights Concerns

Some observers have voiced concerns about an erosion of democratic norms under the Noboa administration. In August 2025, the National Assembly passed a law that increased government control of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), which President Noboa argued was necessary to detect and prevent possible illicit financial flows tied to money laundering and tax evasion.7 In late 2025, U.S.-based NGO Human Rights Watch asserted that Noboa administration officials used the law to freeze the bank accounts of Indigenous and environmental groups that had protested the government's removal of diesel subsidies.8 Some observers have asserted that President Noboa has used combative rhetoric to increase political pressure on Ecuador's Constitutional Court—potentially undermining judicial independence—after the court ruled in mid-2025 to suspend some Noboa-backed security legislation.9 Some groups are raising alarms about deteriorating press freedoms, pointing to increased violence against journalists by criminal groups and pressure from government officials.10

The political opposition has reportedly accused Noboa of coopting independent electoral institutions following several decisions that seemingly favored ADN ahead of subnational elections; Noboa has reportedly rejected the claim.11 In March 2026, a judge on Ecuador's Electoral Dispute Tribunal (TCE) imposed a nine-month suspension on RC, the largest opposition party, amid an ongoing illicit campaign finance investigation.12 The suspension prevents RC from fielding candidates in upcoming regional elections originally set for February 2027 to select provincial government heads, mayors, and other elected officials. Later that month, electoral authorities announced that the regional elections would be held in November 2026 to avoid potential weather disruptions related to an anticipated El Niño weather phenomenon.13 Some critics argued that the move was a politically motivated attempt to reduce the time available for RC-affiliated candidates to change party affiliation ahead of the elections.14 In April 2026, electoral officials dissolved two other opposition political organizations, alleging insufficient membership, which the organizations have disputed; the TCE reversed one party's dissolution following a legal challenge in June.15



Security Crisis16

Ecuador's dollarized economy (since 2000), road and port infrastructure, and entrenched corruption make the country vulnerable to organized crime. Violence has risen since roughly 2021, primarily because of increased competition among Ecuadorian gangs affiliated with TCOs, including Mexican cartels. These gangs fight for control of drug trafficking routes, primarily in Ecuador's coastal provinces, that are used to ship Colombian and Peruvian cocaine through Ecuador's ports to international markets. In March 2026, a U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) official stated that about 70% of the world's cocaine is shipped from Ecuadorian ports.17 For decades homicide rates in Ecuador were among the lowest in Latin America; from 2023 to 2025, Ecuador reportedly had the highest homicide rate in the region.18 High-fatality riots in prisons, from which criminal groups reportedly run their operations, have plagued Ecuador since 2020. Ecuador also has faced increased violence tied to TCO-linked illicit mining operations. Some TCOs appear to have infiltrated Ecuadorian government institutions. In late 2024, for example, a judge convicted 20 people—including former judges, government officials, and police—for their roles in a corruption network linked to organized crime.19

Since January 2024, President Noboa has repeatedly asserted that his government is engaged in an "internal armed conflict," designated 22 local criminal groups as terrorist organizations, enabled the armed forces to conduct public security functions, and enacted numerous states of emergency to address the violence.20 Noboa's approach has led to the arrest of some high-profile gang leaders, although violence remains pervasive.21 Several human rights groups have alleged that some security forces have committed human rights violations, including enforced disappearances.22



Economic Conditions

After three years of declining economic growth amid security challenges and seasonal energy shortages driven by drought and aging energy infrastructure, Ecuador's economy rebounded with 3.7% gross domestic product (GDP) growth in 2025; the International Monetary Fund (IMF) projects 2.5% GDP growth in 2026.23 Ecuador's growth in 2025 was aided in part by low inflation, an improved labor market, and strong non-oil exports.24 Although Ecuador is a net energy exporter, which may allow it to benefit somewhat from increased international oil prices tied to the 2026 U.S.-Israel conflict with Iran, elevated energy prices also have increased government expenditures on remaining fuel subsidies that the Noboa administration has not yet phased out.25 Fluctuations in rainfall tied to the El Niño weather phenomenon could also disrupt agricultural production and increase food prices, according to the Economist Intelligence Unit.26

A priority for the Noboa administration is to improve Ecuador's fiscal situation in line with a $5 billion IMF financing agreement originally approved in May 2025.27 President Noboa also has sought to boost foreign investment in Ecuador, including from the People's Republic of China (PRC, or China), which reportedly has served as a key source of financing and investment since roughly 2009.28 A free trade agreement between the two countries entered into force in May 2024.




U.S.-Ecuador Relations: Issues for Congressional Consideration

U.S.-Ecuador relations have strengthened since roughly 2017. In May 2026, President Noboa met with Vice President JD Vance during a visit to Washington, DC, where they reaffirmed cooperation on security, trade, migration, energy, and other issues, according to a readout from the Ecuadorian government.29 Ecuador also has joined U.S.-led regional efforts, including the Americas Counter Cartels Coalition, a security initiative composed of ideologically aligned Western Hemisphere governments.30

Congress, at times, has sought to shape the executive branch's approach to U.S.-Ecuador relations. In 2022, Congress enacted the United States-Ecuador Partnership Act of 2022 as Title LV, Subtitle B, of the James M. Inhofe National Defense Authorization Act for FY2023 (P.L. 117-263). Authorized until December 2027, the act includes measures aimed at strengthening the bilateral partnership between the United States and Ecuador in support of democratic institutions and rule of law, sustainable and inclusive economic growth, and conservation.


Security Cooperation

Successive U.S Administrations have expanded security and law enforcement cooperation with Ecuador to support the country's efforts to counter TCO-driven violence. In February 2024, President Noboa ratified a status of forces agreement to allow U.S. military personnel to operate in Ecuador and an agreement to allow for joint naval operations to combat drug trafficking and other illicit activities.31 In June 2026, Noboa issued an executive decree stating that foreign personnel participating in security operations would "enjoy immunity" in accordance with international agreements Ecuador has signed.32 In March 2026, the FBI opened a permanent office in the capital city of Quito to enhance law enforcement cooperation on investigations related to drug trafficking and other TCO-related activity.33 Since August 2025, the U.S. government also has designated three Ecuadorian gangs (Los Choneros, Los Lobos, and Chone Killers) as foreign terrorist organizations and specially designated global terrorists.34 Some Members of Congress have called for an expansion of bilateral security cooperation to dismantle TCOs.35 In August 2026, for example, five Members requested that the U.S. State Department designate Ecuador as a major non-NATO ally, which would make Ecuador eligible for certain cooperative agreements and priority delivery of U.S. transfers of excess defense articles.36

Although the National Security, Department of State, and Related Programs Appropriations Act, 2026 (P.L. 119-75, Division F), did not provide an aggregate amount for bilateral aid in Ecuador, the act and its explanatory statement specified $30 million in International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement (INCLE) assistance; $10 million in Foreign Military Financing for Ecuador; and an additional $20 million in INCLE aid to combat illegal mining in Ecuador, Colombia, and Peru.

Some Members of Congress have voiced concern about reported U.S. military action in and around Ecuador. On March 3, 2026, U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) announced that U.S. and Ecuadorian military forces conducted an operation in Ecuador against "Designated Terrorist Organizations."37 Although Ecuador's Ministry of Defense stated that the joint operation in northern Ecuador destroyed a property used by Colombia-based armed group Comandos de la Frontera, media reports indicated that the strike targeted a dairy farm.38 Some Members of Congress have called for a suspension of joint military operations pending an investigation into the incident.39 Some Members also have expressed concern about reports from media and a local human rights group that between January and March 2026, U.S. forces allegedly attacked three Ecuadorian fishing vessels in the Pacific Ocean.40 SOUTHCOM and the U.S. Coast Guard reportedly have denied involvement in or knowledge of the reported attacks.41 In August 2026, the Washington Post reported that the attacks may be linked to a covert U.S. Central Intelligence Agency program aimed at countering narcotics trafficking.42



Trade Ties

The United States is Ecuador's largest goods trading partner. U.S.-Ecuador goods trade reached $17.6 billion in 2025, with the United States running a $543 million trade deficit. Petroleum oils and gases (e.g., liquefied propane and butane) accounted for more than 60% of total U.S. goods exports, while top U.S. imports from Ecuador included crude oil, shrimp, and cocoa beans.43

In March 2026, the U.S. and Ecuadorian governments signed an agreement on reciprocal trade (ART).44 The nonbinding ART aims to reduce tariff and nontariff barriers to trade and to increase national security alignment by cooperating on investment security and export control measures. The agreement, inter alia, would set a new tariff schedule for some U.S. imports from Ecuador. Nevertheless, U.S. imports from Ecuador may continue to face additional tariffs. In July 2026 the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) imposed tariffs, with some exceptions, on goods imported from 60 countries, including Ecuador, after an investigation into the countries' alleged "failure to impose and effectively enforce a prohibition on the importation of goods produced with forced labor."45 Ecuador was one of 17 countries that received a 10% tariff rate compared to 12.5% imposed for most of the other investigated countries. Some Members of Congress also have called for USTR to investigate alleged unfair acts, policies, and practices in several countries' seafood sectors, including Ecuador's, arguing that they undermine domestic seafood producers.46



Migration Cooperation

The Noboa administration has cooperated with the United States on migration issues. In July 2025, the two governments entered into an agreement allowing the transfer of some third-country nationals from the United States to Ecuador.47 Although the agreement text does not specify requirements for such transfers, Ecuadorian officials reportedly have stated that Ecuador has agreed to receive a maximum of 300 adult Spanish-speaking asylum seekers with no criminal records from the United States per year to pursue their protection claims in Ecuador.48 Between January and July 2026, Ecuador reportedly has received 121 migrants of various nationalities (with Venezuelan, Cuban, and Honduran nationals accounting for the majority) from the United States pursuant to the agreement.49

Some NGOs have argued that Ecuador is not equipped to receive asylum seekers, in part due to the country's security challenges, which have contributed to emigration from Ecuador.50 According to UN data, an increasing number of Ecuadorians have sought asylum abroad since 2020, including over 122,000 in 2025 (with 93% of claims made in the United States).51 Violence also has driven increased internal displacement. One NGO recorded 132,000 internal displacements due to conflict and violence in Ecuador in 2025, a 31% increase from 2024 and the third-highest level recorded among countries in the Americas, after Haiti and Colombia.52
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	Land Area: 98,982 sq. miles (WB)

Population: 18.1 million (IMF, 2025 est.)

Ethnic Makeup: Mestizo (mixed Spanish and Indigenous descent): 77.5%; Montubia (coastal ethnic group): 7.7%; Indigenous: 7.7%; Afroecuadorian: 4.8%; White/Other: 2.3% (INEC, 2022)

Gross Domestic Product (GDP)/GDP  per Capita: $138.2 billion/$7,199 (2025, current prices, IMF)

Real GDP Growth: 1.8% (2023), -1.9% (2024), 3.7% (2025, constant prices, IMF)

Poverty: 21.4%  (INEC, December 2025)

Key Trading Partners: United States (22.9%), China (20.7%), Panama (9.3%) (2025, total trade, TDM)

Key Trade Goods: Exports: shrimp, crude oil, bananas. Imports: petroleum, motor vehicles, medicines (2025, TDM)







Sources: Map created by CRS using data from U.S. Department of State, Database of Global Administrative Areas, and Esri. International Monetary Fund (IMF); World Economic Outlook Database, April  2026; World Bank (WB); Ecuador's Central Bank data via Trade Data Monitor (TDM); and Ecuador's Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos (INEC).
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