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7;7e Coronavirus has swept across every continent around
the globe. It is what all of us have in common, whether there
are 3,000 miles between us, or whether I can see you just six
feet away. However, despite the world’s shared desire to get
rid of COVID-19, many countries are struggling to stop its

spread. This is because intentions do not always correspond
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with behavior. People must give up normalcy in order to combat

[

the virus, and that is a hard thing to do. Many people are

unwilling to wear masks and social distance.
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At the start of the pandemic, I was ready
to exchange a California summer for the
humid, 60-degree weather in the Riobamba
region of Ecuador. Those who encouraged
me to take part in the program called it a
life-changing trip, a unique cultural
exchange experience only found through
the Amigos de las Américas Program. I
could visualize the experience - going to
the market with my host family, learning
about Andean culture, going to dances,
meeting their children and discovering their
interests. For months, we trained, preparing
by practicing our Spanish, journaling, and
learning how to be respectful of different
customs.

In an instant, COVID-19 caused a wave
of shutdown, unrest and social and
economic devastation. In March 2020,
travel bans were instituted overnight, in
order to contain this deadly virus. I was
supposed to be in South America, living
independently from my parents, soaking
up knowledge, and doing my best to create
a beautiful project alongside my chosen
community. But instead, I was locked at
home with nothing to do. So I decided to
do something and start researching
Ecuador and how they have handled the
virus.
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What I discovered was that Ecuador
has the most Covid-19 cases in Latin
America with 12,838 cases per million
(January 2021). On the other hand, the
U.S. tops the charts for the highest
reported Coronavirus cases in the world
with 74,650 cases per million people
(January 2021). With the virus surging
all over the globe, and the case numbers
in the U.S. and Ecuador each faced
exponential growth of infections, my
interest in our common problem became
the topic of a cultural research analysis:
Would aspects of our two cultures either
help or hinder our ability to cope? How
will people, officials, leadership respond
to public needs? Is the present pandemic
situation a test of how we socially adapt,
and accept what we can and cannot do

without? To answer these questions,

I decided to focus on comparing specific
locations, rather than whole countries.
Quito vs. Washington D.C.: A
Comparison Between Capitals
Besides pure statistics, I wanted to look
more into people, the decisions they were
making and how they were reacting to
COVID-19, as influenced by their different
environments and backgrounds. My goal
was to uncover and relate social impacts
in three core areas: First, to understand
differences in leadership between the two
countries, I compared dynamics of two
capital cities. Secondly, to examine cultural
barriers that affect our responses to COVID-
19, I compared two densely populated port
cities. Third and finally, I explored how
natives are responding to the pandemic by
comparing public safety measures in

indiginous areas.
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A country’s capital is its control tower. During a pandemic, the decisions made there can
be the difference between whether thousands of people live or die. Prior to the pandemic,
there was already high tension in Ecuador’s capital due to the increased closure of public
institutions and the dismissal of more than 25,000 government officials. Ecuador’s GDP
has been decreasing 12.4 % annually. The built-up pressure remained stagnant for many
months until the pandemic hit. During the crisis, the Minister of Health resigned, leaving
Ecuador in a state of panic. At the end of May, there was a cut of 4 billion in public
spending, 2,000 Ministry of Health employees were let go, and 7 public companies were
shut down.

Due to the lack of Health employees, everyday volunteers from all walks of life have
stepped in to help protect the safety of their community. Over 700 average citizens have
a new routine: before going to work they send messages to dozens of members of their
community to find out if they have developed any symptoms of COVID-19. If anyone reports
back that they have noticed any negative changes in their health, a team of public health
officials will be sent to that neighborhood to carry out contact tracing. This is part of a
program introduced by the health ministry. Quito also hopes to slow the spread of COVID-19
by reducing vehicle mobilization, “The rules were pretty strict a couple of months ago...
however with time the situation has improved, at the time the only restriction that we
have is the car mobilization restriction, cars are not allowed to circulate everyday”
(@anonymous, December 2020).

Citizens of Quito are all reacting to the pandemic in different ways , some are incredibly
stressed, especially due to the virus’ economic strain, while others are adapting. In
Quito, a new genre of “survival” poetry and music has emerged from the pandemic in
order to lighten the spirits of those affected by the pandemic. “I think nowadays people
are just trying to adjust their life to this new reality, people in a way have lost the fear
to the virus, because we understand that we have to live with it. People around try to
follow measures like wash hands, keep the distance and wear masks , which is very
rewarding” (anonymous, December 2020).
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In Washington D.C., President Donald Trump signed an executive order on August 8th to
provide assistance to renters and homeowners suffering from the pandemic’s economic
fallout. Throughout the pandemic, Trump has consistently given misleading information to
the American people, claiming that 99% of coronavirus cases are " totally harmless,” and
advising American citizens to inject themselves with bleach and shine UV rays under their
skin. A massive following has therefore rejected the proper pandemic protocols such as
abiding by U.S. Surgeon General and Centers for Disease Control (CDC) public health
guidelines like wearing a mask in public. Over several months, there have been anti-quarantine
protests and demands to reverse mandated business and school closures. In November a
generally mask-free mob of Trump supporters took to the streets of Washington D.C. to

protest ANTIFA (anti- facism), socialism, child trafficking and the Coronavirus.
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Many of the protesters were libertarians who felt mask-mandates and stay at home orders
were infringing on their individual rights. Other protesters were upset that they lost their
jobs because of the temporary closure of non-essential businesses. “25% of U.S. adults
say they or someone in their household was laid off or lost their job because of the
coronavirus outbreak, with 15% saying this happened to them personally” (Parker, 2020).
Trump has allowed governors to handle stay-at-home orders which has led many states to
reopen sooner than scientists and the CDC have advised. Even though there is a gap
between the U.S.’s and Ecuador’s economies, both countries are struggling with mass
unemployment.

HOW TO WEAR A MEDICAL
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Guayaquil vs. Los Angeles:
A Comparison Between Port Cities

cuador’s main port city, Guayaquil, has been hit hard by COVID-19. The funeral industry
has become so overwhelmed that bodies have started to be laid to rest in the streets. In
late March, the entire county of Guayas was turned into a national security zone, with a
curfew set from 4 pm to 5 am. Public service personnel were required to wear masks,
gloves, and bio-protection suits covering their entire body. Only one representative per
family was permitted to go to the market. But by April, Parques de la Paz, one of Guayaquil’s
largest cemeteries that can normally accept around 273 bodies per month, began seeing
days with over 700 bodies removed from people's homes. Guayaquil had initially appeared
to be responding to COVID-19 correctly, so what went wrong?
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I'?irst, most of the population relies on
informal sales, so asking people to stop
working in the streets means asking that
they give up their daily income. Second,
citizens are reluctant to give up their
market culture. On weekends, it is common
for large groups of families to gather at
markets and buy all sorts of things in
addition to socializing with the other market
attendees. But with the Coronavirus, their
interactions are limited, as the market is
now reserved strictly for the pick-up of
essential items. Finally, in overcrowded
neighborhoods, especially those with
limited resources, there is no way to escape
the spread of the disease. Buses are a
primary means of transportation in
Guayaquil for many people and it is hard
to stay socially distanced on public
transportation. A social test, without
a doubt.

In the U.S., Los Angeles has its own set
of cultural hurdles to deal with due to
COVID-19. Shopping malls were closed
until September 2020, stifling social
in-person buying behavior, yet giving rise
to online shopping habits. Similar to
Ecuador’s markets, before the pandemic,
shopping malls were not only a place to
purchase items but also to also hang out
with friends. L.A. is known as a fashion
capital, and many citizens spend a lot of
their time and energy shopping. Even after
malls slowly began to reopen their doors,
people have had to keep their distance and
wear masks which prevent the same level
of socialization that existed before
COVID-19 hit. Culture barriers aside, in
Los Angeles it is far easier to follow Social
Distancing protocol than in Guayaquil. The
economy of Los Angeles is far greater than
that of Guayaquil, so more people can
afford the cost associated with quarantining
and are able to pay for “touch-free”
services such as Door-Dash and Amazon
Marketplace. Furthermore, L.A. has a
“car-culture”, meaning public transportation
is not the main mode of transportation for
the average citizen. There is no need for
people to have to get close to each other
and risk spreading COVID-19 by traveling
from place to place like in Guayaquil.
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Amazon vs. Navajo Nation: A Comparison
Between Rural Areas

The Huaorani is a tribe of about 4,000 people
who are native to the Amazon. They are
reacting to COVID-19 similar to how they
reacted to Polio in the ‘60s; by fleeing father
into the jungle.

The Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities
of the Ecuadorian Amazon (CONFENIAE) has
recommended that all ethnic groups move
away from the cities, that they concentrate
on cultivating their fields, that they block
access to their communities, and that they
resort to natural medicine (Zibell, 2020).

Iis already predicted that after the pandemic,
there will be a shortage of workers in the city,
as well as widespread hunger. Many indigenous
people do not want to go to the hospital if
they contract COVID- 19. Their thought process
being that if they die, it's better to die at home.
Additionally, there is tribal apprehension to
modern medicine, with a large sum of the
indigenous community only trusting natural
remedies and many fearful of the tubes and
machinery often used in modern medical
treatment. Even if they wanted to seek
treatment, there is a lack of medical equipment,
and a lot of the communities lie hours away
from any hospital. Many healthcare workers
are in shock. Some even break down at work
and refuse to enter any areas where they
know COVID-19 is present. Due to the lack of
resources given to them, they are worried
about their patients, and their own safety. In
June the Waorani Tribe started a lawsuit
against the Ecuadorian government. They
argued that the government did not do enough
to contain the virus in the Amazon.
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The court battle resulted in the Ministry of Health agreeing to send Medical teams into the
Waorani community. Additionally, the court also ordered the Ministry of Environment and water
to send a report detailing illegal mining and drug trafficking activities that occur in their territory.
It is believed that these practices have been a part of the reason that there are so many cases
within rural tribes.

The Navajo Nation has been one of the hardest-hit areas by Coronavirus in the US. The Navajo
Nation stretches across urban and rural areas. Those who live away from society often do not
have access to proper healthcare, cell phones, or running water. This means that the stay at
home orders went largely ignored because without water to drink or a refrigerator to store food
many needed to leave their homes to stay alive. In urban areas, many Navajos are homeless.
Coronavirus spreads quickly in homeless shelters and the tight motels that many people go to
to get off the streets. Another concern is that people of Native American descent are more prone
to underlying health conditions such as alcoholism, diabetes, and heart disease, making them
more at risk for COVID- 19. This puts the members of the Navajo nation in a challenging position.
They are extremely vulnerable to the virus and many fear for the safety of their loved ones. Both
countries have a long way to go when it comes to protecting their indiginous populations.
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Emerging Solution: Vaccine Protocol

e are beginning the process of recovery. Ecuador is planning on partnering with private
sector health providers to distribute vaccine doses to about 9 million adults in between March
and September of 2021. The Ecuadorian Government has set aside 200 million dollars to purchase
vaccines from several companies. The government hopes to receive 50,000 doses of the vaccine
from Pfizer Inc and BioNTech SE by January, which will first be given to senior citizens in shelters
and medical personnel who work with patients with COVID-19. Being that the vaccine requires
two-doses, that order would be able to vaccinate 25,000 people. Ecuador plans to have about
400 distribution centers which includes primary care centers in rural areas, and 10,000 vaccination
points such as pharmacies, universities and even companies with medical offices.
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The United States has pre purchased hundreds of millions of vaccines from Pfizer and Moderna
as part of a new multibillion dollar federal program dubbed “Operation Warp Speed”. The country
is prioritizing everyone 65 and older, people 16 and older with high-risk medical conditions,
medical workers, and nursing home staff. Trump promised to vaccinate 20 million people by
the end of 2020, but fell short of this goal as only 6 million Americans were vaccinated by New
Years. However, even if we had enough vaccines for everyone, it may be a challenge to get
Americans to actually take them. In Los Angeles, roughly 20- 40% of medical workers refused
to get vaccinated. If nurses and doctors that see the severity of the virus everyday are not
willing to take the vaccine, how will the public respond?
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Conclusion

ike most communities around the world, the
people of Ecuador and the U.S. struggle to
stay socially distant in the midst of COVID-19
and each country faces detrimental deficits in
leadership. We witnessed proof that being a
bigger, wealthier nation does not matter if the
people within that nation do not share a unified
perspective or behave safely. If multiple
groups have extremely different ideas of what
is best for society during a public health crisis,
their beliefs clash -- resulting in a casualty
situation for general safety. Furthermore,
from an emotional perspective, we are all
missing aspects of our lives due to Coronavirus,
whether it be our trips to the market or going
to the mall. We are all having a hard time
staying home, whether it be by choice or
necessity. We are all lacking the proper
equipment to deal with a deadly pandemic,
whether it be a deficit of masks or testing kits.

Regardless of the richness, prosperity, or
power of a country, our lives have changed in
a common way, upset by the threat to our
families, our social wellbeing, and our
day-to-day freedoms and traditions that we
all hold even closer than before. Thinking
about the beauty of Ecuadorian culture, that
I was unable to experience directly, I am
convinced that closeness of the people, the
trust of the community and the appreciation
for family interests will represent a source for
a strong rebound - both socially, and
economically. In the coming months, I hope
to contribute to Ecuador’s path to regaining
prosperity through the Amigos Program. In
many ways, the cultural outlook and exchange
opportunity will be entirely different than 12
months ago. Is there more to learn? Is there
more I can give? How will my voice be heard
or my actions felt? Without a doubt, we are in
moments of rebuilding.

Berkeley Center for Health Technology
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