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Introduction

Residents of the Galapagos Islands, a remote Ecuadorian archipelago without a
submarine fiber-optic cable to the mainland, have long struggled with slow and
intermittent satellite internet offered by local providers. In April 2023, the Ministry of
Telecommunications announced Starlink’s internet service launch in Ecuador at a press
conference in the Galapagos. Framed as a solution to the public’s demand for better
internet connectivity in remote zones, Starlink’s arrival promised to “connect Galapagos
to the world” (MINTEL, 2023). This paper examines initial findings from a field study on
island residents’ experiences of internet connectivity in light of Starlink’s recent launch
in the country. By tracing everyday engagements with internet infrastructure in San
Cristébal Island, this contribution critically assesses the imaginaries emerging around
connectivity solutions in the archipelago, in relation to broader power dynamics shaping
the global internet infrastructure.

Digital sovereignty and infrastructural imaginaries

The growing concentration of essential digital technologies in the hands of U.S.
corporations has intensified debates about technological dependency and digital
sovereignty in Latin America (Avila, 2018; Becerra & Waisbord, 2021; Rikap et al.,
2024). In recent years, U.S.-based companies have expanded their power over digital
infrastructure in the region as they increasingly participate in internet service provision,
investing in submarine cables (Sverdlik, 2021) and space-based broadband internet
(Tepper, 2023). Across Latin America, these transformations align with a broader trend
of weakened nation-states and privatized strategic infrastructure, which facilitates
capital outflows and reinforces center-periphery arrangements, though often presented
as “progress” or “development” (Alderman & Goodwin, 2022). Starlink’s rapid regional
expansion (Leins, 2024) may therefore pose a new challenge to nations’ autonomy in
the digital sphere.
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At the same time, digital sovereignty is a contested concept. Recent scholarship has
sought to reframe the discussion beyond the nation-state by exploring how a variety of
actors, including companies, communities, and even individuals, exercise agency in the
digital realm, thereby producing new understandings of digital sovereignty (Couture &
Toupin, 2019; Jiang & Belli, 2024; Pohle & Thiel, 2020). Building on this shift, Jiang and
Belli (2024, p. 8) suggest looking past state-centric ideals and instead studying how
digital sovereignty is enacted “in practice.”

This paper follows this call by examining internet infrastructures as key sites where
emerging meanings of digital sovereignty are inscribed (Musiani, 2022). It adopts a
praxeological approach (Volmar, 2023) focused on how users experience and imagine
internet infrastructure in everyday life, shaping what Parks (2015) calls “infrastructural
imaginaries.” This involves analyzing how users’ practices “activate” infrastructures in
ways that may either reinforce or resist the power dynamics embedded within them
(Starosielski, 2015). It further illuminates the “differential dimensions” of infrastructures
(Parks & Starosielski, 2015, p. 11), revealing how diverse actors conceptualize digital
sovereignty within specific contexts and territories.

Methods

Following Star’s (1999) ethnographic focus on the relational and situated dimensions of
infrastructure, this project entails two interrelated approaches. Fieldwork began in June
2024 and continued a year later, in June 2025, with extended observation periods in
San Cristobal Island. Observation aimed to document and critically scrutinize internet
infrastructure through physical walks across the island (van Es & de Lange, 2020).
Though usually hidden in the “background” (Star & Ruhleder, 1996), these walks sought
to make internet infrastructure visible by examining its physical and discursive
manifestations, such as antennas, routers, cables, subscriptions, and users’ interactions
with these assemblages.

This approach was complemented with both in-depth and informal interviews with island
residents, combined with “mapping” activities of internet connectivity (Risler, 2016).
Interviewees were invited to identify reference points on the map (e.g. tourist sites, their
home, workplace, study location, public spaces, etc.) and indicate the provider and
quality of the internet connection at each site. The mapping exercise elicited a
discussion about participants' experiences, perceptions and practices in relation to
internet infrastructure, in the context of Starlink’s arrival.

Preliminary findings

Preliminary findings show that Starlink is now a ubiquitous infrastructure in the island.
Antennas can be found in the port town, residential neighborhoods, public institutions,
boats, taxis, and even in rural San Cristébal, a zone which previously had little to no
internet coverage. In general, Starlink seems to offer a faster and more reliable service
compared to local providers. While some users report issues when the network is
crowded or antennas are shared among households, Starlink is positively rated in
nearly all cases. In contrast, the state provider CNT, once the sole option for most island
households, is consistently linked to intermittent internet. CNT has a poor reputation,



with complaints about saturated service, unreliable connection, outdated technology,
difficulties when ending contracts and bad customer support. Critiques of CNT’s internet
infrastructure are often tied to broader frustrations with state control, whose perceived
inefficiency and lack of innovation are resented. In this sense, Starlink’s entry is
welcomed by island residents for bringing much-needed competition to the market.

Many interviewees reported having switched from CNT to Starlink and asserted that
people around them had done the same. Indeed, Starlink seems to have displaced CNT
in both market share and the public imagination. While CNT is associated with a sense
of stagnation, Starlink is a marker of change and progress, enabling a mainland-like
internet experience that strengthens users’ autonomy. Participants described outcomes
ranging from significant improvements in daily activities to life-changing gains. For
instance, a student from rural San Cristébal who had given up on ever accessing quality
internet, noted: “We all have Starlink now and it has changed our lives completely.”
Similarly, a journalist shared that Starlink enabled him to become a pioneer in
livestreaming, a previously impossible task. An office worker remarked that Starlink
service felt like “a relief”, while one park ranger described the experience as “having the
internet in your hands.”

Implications

Although some users noted a growing dependency on Starlink, potential risks tended to
be downplayed. A cybercafé owner argued that depending on a global company was
preferable to relying on CNT. Likewise, an IT technician dismissed state investments in
local internet infrastructure as “an unnecessary expense,” since Starlink “is already
enough.” Overall, discussions about state-centric digital sovereignty appear secondary
in insular and remote zones where improvements in internet infrastructure are long
overdue, trust in central governments is eroded, and the need to “catch up” is pressing.
Island residents’ “infrastructural imaginaries” (Parks, 2015) demonstrate that digital
sovereignty is rather understood as having control over their own internet connection,
something at which Starlink excels with reliable service, consistent speeds, non-binding
subscriptions, and easy-to-install antennas. In this sense, Starlink’s infrastructure
appears to be “activated” (Starosielski, 2015) in a way that deepens Ecuador’s
technological dependency on U.S. companies, but enhances individuals’ autonomy.
These findings underscore the often contradictory meanings and scales of digital
sovereignty playing out in internet infrastructure. Starlink is likely to remain a central
issue in debates over digital sovereignty, as it secures its position both in public
perception and in the region's digital stack.
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