
Ecuador, officially the Republic of Ecuador, is a representative democratic republic in
South America, bordered by Colombia on the north, Peru on the east and south, and
the Pacific Ocean on the west. The country also includes the Galápagos Islands in the
Pacific, about 600 miles (965 km) west of the mainland. Ecuador straddles the
equator, from which it takes its name (Ecuador is the Spanish word for equator). Its
area includes coastline, mountains, and tropical rainforests.

Ecuador is divided into four main and unique geographic regions: La Costa or “the
coast”, La Sierra or “the highlands”, La Amazonía also known as El Oriente or “the
east” and La Región Insular, the region comprising the Galápagos Islands.

Ecuador's mainstream culture is defined by its mestizo majority (mestizos, mixed
descendants of Spanish colonists and indigenous peoples) and, like their ancestry, is
a mixture of European and Amerindian influences infused with African elements
inherited from slave ancestors. Ecuador's indigenous communities are integrated into
that mainstream culture to varying degrees, but some may also practice their own
native cultures, particularly the more remote indigenous communities of the Amazon
basin.

One of the most interesting facts about Ecuadorian culture is that there are at least
14 recognized languages spoken in the country. Spanish is the official language while
13 indigenous languages are also recognized including Quichua and Shuar.

Ecuador supports religious freedom, enabling all to worship and attend any religious
institutes that they choose to support. People in Ecuador are primarily Roman
Catholic, a religion that was introduced into the country through Spanish colonization.
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The Ecuadorian economy is based on petroleum production, manufacturing
primarily for the domestic market, and agricultural production for domestic
consumption and export. Ecuador is the world's largest exporter of bananas and a
major exporter of shrimp. Exports of nontraditional products such as flowers and
canned fish have grown in recent years.

The equator is widely promoted at the tourist attraction Ciudad Mitad del Mundo
(Middle of the World City) 26km (16 miles) north of the capital, Quito. This is
supposed to be where one can stand with one foot in the northern hemisphere and
one in the southern. Unfortunately, thanks to modern re-measurements the exact
equator is said to lie 240 meters (0.15 miles) north of the marked line and
monument.

The Panama hat is actually from Ecuador. Straw hats woven along the Ecuadorian
coast were taken to Panama initially to be sold to canal workers and, after the
canal opened to affluent westerners passing through the Panama Canal.

The most popular sport in Ecuador, as in most South American countries, is soccer
(football). The matches of the Ecuadorian national football team are the most
watched sports events in the country.

The national tree of Ecuador is the cinchona tree which produces Quinine, the first
drug used to prevent and treat malaria. 

In 2008, Ecuador was the first country to officially recognize the rights of nature.
Rather than treating nature as property, Ecuador recognizes that nature has
constitutional rights and has the “right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its
vital cycles.”
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The summit of Mount Chimborazo, Ecuador’s highest mountain, is the point on
Earth closest to the sun. Due to the mountain’s location along the equatorial bulge,
its summit is the farthest point from the Earth’s core. This also means that Ecuador
is the closest country to space.

Ecuador has the world’s first and second UNESCO World Heritage Sites. At the
inaugural UNESCO World Heritage conference in 1978, 32 sites were initially
designated. Every World Heritage Site has a number, site #1 is the Galápagos
Islands and #2 is the city of Quito (Capital city of Ecuador).

Guinea pig, known as ‘cuy’, is considered a delicacy in Ecuador, its consumption
seen as an ancient tradition.

The official currency of Ecuador is the US Dollar commonly represented by the
symbols (USD; $). It replaced the Sucre in 2000. The Sucre was the currency of
Ecuador between 1884 and 2000.

Charles Darwin visited Ecuador’s Galápagos Islands in 1835 and largely based his
theory of evolution on the discoveries he made there.

Ecuador was part of the Inca Empire. Though centered in Cusco, and with their
home base mainly in Peru, the Inca Empire stretched a long way. Ecuador was one
of those places. Cusco is one of the oldest continuously inhabited cities in the
Western Hemisphere, and was formerly the capital of the extensive Inca empire.
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