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Customs procedures are difficult, and not speaking Spanish fluently makes it even 

more challenging. It is comparable to walking onto a construction jobsite without 

the skills to assist the other workers. You do not have the tools and equipment for 

the tasks expected of you. 

Having arrived in Ecuador one month earlier in September 2013, my wife Belinda 

and I were neophytes at Guayaquil’s Puerto Maritimo. We first attempted to 

retrieve our two meters high pallet of cardboard boxes, plus Belinda’s plywood 

boxed oil painting, with a Cuencano, Rafael Salinas, our landlord’s friend. He 

drove us over the Cajas Mountains early on a Friday morning in his compact 

Mazda stake truck which we hoped to load up with our cargo.  

Earlier that same week, we received an email from an employee at our shipping 

agent, PacificLink, with instructions in Spanish to begin our procedure to claim the 

cargo at Dole Shipping port offices. We spent a couple of hours on the phone and 

using Google Translate to confirm the email contents.  

Now, we were riding past Tres Cruzes at over 12,000 feet on a sunny day, with our 

new friend, Rafael, father of several children, and purveyor of fruit and produce at 

El Centro’s Diez de Agosto Mercado in downtown Cuenca. Belinda sat in the 

middle of the cramped seat bench and conversed with Rafael while I enjoyed the 

sights over the three hour ride.  

Our goal that initial trip was to stop at a bank in Duran, across the Rio Guayas 

from the biggest city of Ecuador, pay in cash for the emailed Bill of Lading (BOL) of 

$360, and arrive in time before the employee’s lunch hour. Our destination was a 

high rise downtown Guayaquil office building where we would present the bank’s 

receipt of deposit in the account of our shipper. 

A half hour before arriving in Duran, our carriage had a mechanical problem 

which no one addressed while Rafael nursed the stead at reduced speed through 

farm fields on the flat road. It was probably the steering mechanism which caused 

the decade old truck to falter as traffic passed by while we hugged the shoulder of 
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the road. I was of a mind that we accepted our landlord’s recommendation, and 

we would deal with the situation with calmness and hope. 

We were perhaps a good half hour behind schedule of the attempt to arrive 

before the lunch hour, when we limped into the bank parking lot. I had accurately 

anticipated the approximate location by googling the address on the internet. We 

had to pull off the main road onto the parallel neighborhood side road to enter 

the bank parking lot.   

Thank God, we did as we had little time before the employee’s lunch hour. In 

Ecuador, ‘almuerzo’ or lunch time meal, can extend for two hours. Businesses and 

offices close from 1:00pm to 3:00pm. Now, every moment counted if we were to 

get to the Port before the end of the day, Friday, to begin the customs process. 

We rode with Rafael in his newly repaired truck, with no vibration of the wheels, 

like before. Apparently, our resourceful driver had spoken with others in the 

parking lot and borrowed a wrench, and successfully adjusted the drive shaft. 

We sailed over the modern bridge into Guayaquil, entering the great port city 

near the international airport. We easily negotiated the bustling and humid city 

streets, targeting the Malecon or city waterfront with its high rises buildings. Our 

shipping agent was conveniently located in the highest city building on the 29th 

floor, across from Rio Guayas and the city blocks long park, on Avenida Nueve de 

Octubre.  

My primary concern was to give parking money to Rafael. I gave him twenty 

dollars, at first, but on second thought, if we were delayed beyond an hour, I 

ultimately gave $40 for parking expense. We had not yet set terms of payment for 

Rafael’s services, so this was our deposit.  

We had to provide our passports to the security guard at the lobby entrance to be 

admitted to the building. Always alert to losing our treasured documents, I 

observed other visitors also handing over their documents. We rode the express 

elevator and were relieved to find Maria still on duty and prepared for our visit. 

After three quarters of an hour, at 1:30pm, we Cuencanos were on our way to the 

behemoth Port with full documentation and instructions in both English and 

Spanish to retrieve the cargo. How surprised I was to learn where Rafael parked a 

block from the office building, the hourly parking rate was fifty cents an hour! And 



he made no attempt to settle the parking expense, for which he probably 

calculated was now part of our payment. Again, no words were exchanged over 

the matter, as Belinda and I reasoned that Rafael was well intentioned. We 

focused on our goal of reaching the Aduana, before the office closed for the day.  

Once we pulled out of the parking lot headed to the port which was a four mile 

drive, we realized then that Rafael was new to the city. He admitted that he was 

new to driving in Guayaquil with its unfamiliar traffic. In the hot afternoon sun, 

we spent over an hour circling the route and entering the wrong line of trucks at 

the port. I had to insist that we return near the Mall del Sol at the first Aduana 

(Customs) office which we had earlier passed by, with Rafael ignoring my attempt 

to stop to inquire for directions at the main port, Puerto Maritimo.  

Finally, with my right arm sunburned by the practice of hanging it out the 

window, we pulled up to the gate of the Puerto Maritimo. With Rafael parked 

outside the gate, we entered to be admitted to the proper office at 3:00pm. The 

security guard at first made us stand outside in the heat, with our goal in sight. He 

limited the number of people to be served by the Aduana clerks in the busy office. 

We took our seats, with the time approaching 3:30pm. We observed others being 

helped by the female clerks, primarily young customs agents wearing Aduana 

identification tags and carrying brief cases. After half an hour of sitting patiently, 

we spoke with some of the agents about our cargo. They kindly shepherded us to 

the desk of a patient young woman who proceeded to address our situation.  

She provided us with all-important written instructions in Spanish. We were told 

how to complete official customs paperwork along with our port documents 

which had to be translated into Spanish and notarized, once back home in 

Cuenca. Key to the process was having earlier acquired our ‘cedulas,’ the national 

identification cards. These identified us as Ecuadorian citizens, enabling us to pick 

up the cargo with no duties, fees or tariffs expected of non-citizens.    

We caught up with Rafael and began the long slow exit from the city along the 

scenic Malecon. I don’t know if that was Rafael’s choice, who was new to the 

wonders of historic Guayaquil, or if it was simply the easiest route for him to 

follow to the bridge, taking us out of the heart of the city along Rio Guayas. 



Once we were in sight of the Cajas Mountains around 9:00pm, we were treated to 

the wondrous sight of the full moon, threading its way through sparse clouds, a 

highlight of the day’s journey. We were blessed with this after experiencing 

evening rain over several days previously in Cuenca. By 9:30pm, we were at 

home, and settled up with Rafael, paying him $195 for 13 hours of driving. We 

were confident that we could do this on our own, now, having taken big steps 

toward our goal in one day in the port city.  

After the weekend we had to arrange on Monday for our list of cargo boxes and 

its contents to be translated by Priscila Idrovo, sister and assistant to our 

attorneys, Irovo and Velastequi. Then we would be prepared for our visit on 

Tuesday at the office of the notary public, and return on Wednesday, ready for 

bear, back into the maw of the bureaucratic maze of the Aduana.  

 

 

 


