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N
ot only is Q

uito 
in Ecuador one 

of the highest 
altitude cities in 
the w

orld – it is 
also on the up 

w
hen it com

es to 
econom

ic potential RISING
CAPITAL
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Flow
er displays in Plaza 

El Q
uinde; Plaza G

rande in the colonial centre; 
w

all art in Plaza Borja Yerovi; Andean trails 
above the city; Ecuadorians on horseback

 F
lying into Q

uito, the first 
thing I notice is how m

uch 
m

ore spread out it is than 
I expected. Th

e second is 
that we still seem

 high up. 
At 2,850 m

etres, the city 
sprawls across the eastern 

flank of Pichincha, an active volcano 
– after Bolivia’s La Paz, it is the 
second-highest altitude city in the 
world. W

e cruise from
 the sm

art new 
airport, opened in 2013, to the old 
town, which has a quintessentially 
colonial South A

m
erican feel. In 

1978, the historic centre was m
ade 

the first U
N

ESC
O

 W
orld H

eritage 
Site, and its churches, convents and 
public structures have recently been 
m

eticulously reconditioned. 
From

 the rooftop of the 16th-
century dom

ed M
etropolitan 

C
athedral of Q

uito on the Plaza 
G

rande, the view is awe-inspiring. 
Th

e winged Virgin M
ary, Lom

a 
El Panecillo, surveys the city 
from

 a neighbouring hilltop, 
with greenery from

 the urban 
Parque M

etropolitano and snow-
capped m

ountains in the distance. 
M

eanwhile, across town, the Basílica 
del Voto N

acional, an im
posing neo-

G
othic church, vies for attention. 

 A CHANGING CITY
Q

uito, hom
e to around 2.6 m

illion 
people, is the centre of governm

ent 
in Ecuador. Th

e N
ational A

ssem
bly is 

here, as is the presidential palace. In 
the past, Q

uito’s biggest international 
players were oil com

panies, such as 
A

ndes Petroleum
 and H

alliburton, 
but change is in the air thanks to a 
surfeit of young entrepreneurs.  
A

nd with a new governm
ent elected 

in 2017, it is preparing to receive  
the world.

Som
e of the city’s m

ost im
pressive 

developm
ents are already underway, 

and building sites and cranes are 
everywhere. For instance, the 
em

ploym
ent-creating underground 

m
etro will be opening m

id-2019, 
and a cross-city cable-car system

 is 
planned for around the sam

e tim
e.

N
ew tourist accom

m
odation is 

another facet of the city’s continued 

reinvention. N
ew design hotel 

C
arlota and luxury boutique property 

Illa Experience hotel, are both in the 
historic centre in period buildings 
that have been beautifully and 
sensitively m

odernised for the  
21st-century traveller. 

“Political and econom
ic stability 

were never Ecuador’s strength in 
the past,” says Q

uito restaurateur 
Jan N

iedrau, whose restaurant Zazu 
is a Relais &

 C
hâteaux m

em
ber. 

“G
overnm

ents were frequently 
overthrown by the people, corruption 
has been an issue for a long tim

e and  
a devastating econom

ic crisis has 
struck the country.”

But as N
iedrau points out, 

Ecuadorians sim
ply got used to this 

instability. “Q
uite frequently you will 

hear people com
m

ent that Ecuador in 
this sense is ‘like a cork swim

m
ing on 

water’. Th
e waves will rock and shake 

it, but it will always float’,” he says.

BUMPS IN THE ROAD 
H

owever, the road to real growth can 
be winding. Research com

pany Focus 
Econom

ics projects the G
D

P growth 
slowing to 1.7 per cent in 2018, 
while 1.3 per cent is already forecast 
for 2019; good, but not great. 
W

hich for President Lenín M
oreno, 

who was recently granted a long-
sought-after m

andate to im
plem

ent 
constitutional changes and pursue a 
m

ore global-facing agenda, m
ust be 

rather disappointing. Th
e reduced oil 

output, along with planned austerity 
m

easures (to reduce the debt burden) 
is im

pacting overall econom
ic 

activity. A
nd according to the W

orld 
Bank, the nation’s high dependence 
on external borrowing, paired with 
not having its own currency (it 
uses the U

S dollar), is what could 
potentially jeopardise long-term

 
financial stability.

But the econom
ic outlook isn’t 

all doom
 and gloom

. In 2017, 
Ecuador joined the EU

’s trade pact 
with C

olom
bia and Peru, agreeing 

to elim
inate high tariffs and tackle 

technical barriers to trade. A
ccording 

to the C
ouncil of the European 

U
nion, the agreem

ent “includes 

W
HY NOW

?
Juan Fernando M

olina, an 
executive at autom

otive and 
car hire com

pany C
orporación 

M
aresa, thinks the greenfield 

opportunities in services and 
technology is w

hat m
akes 

Q
uito so special. “International 

com
panies that partner w

ith 
local know

ledge w
ill have a 

com
petitive advantage,” he says. 

“I believe that one of the 
m

ain advantages of the city is 
its [sm

all] size, w
hich allow

s 
you to do high-quality business 
netw

orking,” says G
onzalo 

Chiriboga, president of the 
Republica del Cacao. “M

any 
m

ultinational corporations now
 

use Q
uito as a pilot m

arket for 
new

 developm
ents and products 

launches due to its unique 
consum

er habits.” 

Ecuador still has a long way to go. Th
e 

country would sell its prem
ium

 cacao 
at bulk prices, with low m

argins, to 
chocolate m

akers in countries such 
as Switzerland and the U

S, who used 
their specialised skills to produce the 
‘finished good’ of chocolate, which 
com

m
ands higher m

argins.”  

NATURAL CHARMS 
Ecuador, although a relatively sm

all 
country, has som

e of the world’s m
ost 

biodiverse areas – from
 the A

m
azon 

rainforest and the A
ndean m

ountains 
out to the G

alapagos Islands. 
A

ccording to its offi
cial tourism

 
agency, it is hom

e to 18 per cent of 
the world’s bird species and orchids, 
ten per cent of the world’s am

phibians 
and eight per cent of the world’s 
m

am
m

als. But, this is under threat 
from

 oil exploration, agriculture and 
m

ining. C
anopy Bridge, a non-profit 

network based in Q
uito, aim

s to 
help. It is connecting indigenous 
farm

ers with buyers from
 the city and 

runs m
any educational program

m
es 

prom
oting better environm

ental 
considerations for both Ecuadorians 
and overseas visitors. 

com
m

itm
ents on the enforcem

ent of 
labour and environm

ental standards, 
as well as rapid and effective dispute 
settlem

ent procedures.”
 

QUALITY OVER QUANTITY
“H

istorically, Ecuador was known as 
a supplier of cheap raw m

aterials – 
particularly products such as bananas, 
roses and cacao, with prawns the 
biggest – in addition to oil,” says Jerry 
Toth, co-founder of To’ak, a high-end 
chocolate com

pany based in Q
uito. 

“Th
is type of econom

y generally 
presents a country with a very low 
ceiling of econom

ic developm
ent. 

Th
e governm

ent recognises this, and 
for the last five years has encouraged 
Ecuadorian businesses to steer 
their focus towards ‘finished goods’, 
particularly from

 raw m
aterials 

that are produced in-country. Th
is 

isn’t the kind of thing a country can 
change overnight,”say Toth, “and 
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