
Reasons to oppose Endesa´s Aysen project
By Juan Pablo Orrego
Source: El Mostrador, April 27, 2006

Little by little, national awareness is growing regarding the effects that the construction of large
hydroelectric dams with enormous reservoirs could have in the Aysen region. The complexity of this
case has been demonstrated in the level of the debate on the issue, and in the uncommon alliance
between diverse citizens, who from Cochrane and Coyhaique to Santiago have been energetic in their
opposition to the mega project proposed in a confused way by Endesa.

The three main problems of this project are its local impact, energy policy, and the development
model. First, Endesa´s plan is a lethal threat to thousands of hectares of the extraordinary basins of
the Baker and Pascua river, both with a very great ecological, cultural, and economic value, and with a
great potential for ranching and tourism. The impacts of the reservoirs (more than 9,000 hectares) will
be increased by other related construction projects, such as substations and transmission lines (more
than 12,000 hectares), roads, large work camps, cement plants, and the operation of heavy machinery
for more than 10 years, along with massive noise, smoke, dust, spills, and garbage. The effect of such
a project in a region with the ecological and cultural characteristics of Aysen can only be qualified as
potentially devastating. In ecological terms, what is at risk is the survival of the heart of Chilean
Patagonia, which is an extremely complex mosaic of ecosystems, microclimates, and endemic species
which undoubtedly constitute an ecological treasure at the planetary level.

To get na idea of the local impacts of such projects, just visit the upper Biobío: this is no longer a
beautiful river ecosystem, but rather anti-ecological and anti-esthetic hydraulic artifact. Its forced
installation meant the dismantling of remote Pehuenche communities, whose survival now depends on
a high-cost artificial subsidy provided by Endesa. A huge bandage for a huge wound: indigenous
families under Endesa´s care for doubtful motives related to the marketing of future projects. This
unprecedented situation cannot be permitted to be repeated in our country.

In the second place, this project deepens the vague energy policy imposed on the country by Endesa
during recent decades, based exclusively on large dams and thermoelectric plants. Chile is
underdeveloped when it comes to efficient use of energy and "genuinely" renewable sources; today,
much of the international community working on this theme no longer considers large dams as
renewable energy sources due to their ecological, social, cultural and economic impacts over the
short, mid, na longer term. We need an energy policy which would be public, national, democratic, and
highly efficient, and which considers hydroelectricity on a smaller scale and permits its surgical
construction in river basins that have been fully studied. Something like "basin vs. Project" instead of
"project vs. Basin" as we are doing here in Chile.

Today, Endesa and other companies of their type design projects through a narrow engineering and
financial point-of-view, until they enter the System for Environmental Impact Evaluation of Conama, na
institution highly affected by the executive branch which in turn is coopted by the private sector, as is
evidenced by the Ralco and Celco cases, among others. The result, finally, is that these companies
end up forcing the project into the basin, after promising on paper innumerable mitigation and
compensation plans which fail to save the basin and the most direclty affected communities from the
project´s negative impacts. The upper Biobío stands in mute testimony to this.

The third fundamental issue has to do with demand growth projections which lead Endesa to justify its
intervention in Aysen and other rivers in Chile. In this country, when "the big boys" debate the theme of
energy, they only refer to generation and the offer of electricity, and never question why there is
demand, which is the second part of this equation. The fundamental problem is that many authorities
have swallowed Endesa´s visition that electricity production is an end in itself, a great investment with
an infinite horizon, a sign that Chile is a country stuck in a primary and neocolonial production phase,



in a development model based upon the exploitation and primary processing of raw materials and
natural resources, something obviously unsustainable, not to mention self-destructive.

The primary industries ,  such as those dedicated to production of copper concentrate, cellulose, and
fish meal are, exactly, the most intensive in use of electricity and water, as well as the most
contaminating. Chile must change its orientation toward what is called development. Our country is
well-positioned in Latin America, open to the Pacific and the world, to offer high-quality services in
education, culture, health care, banking, and telecommunications, in addition to horizontal ecotourism,
decentralized, rural, which could generate in the long-term important services, always protecting,
conserving, and even restoring our country´s environment. Part of this model is of course high-
technology and software production, which has permitted the accelerated take-off of countries such as
Scotland, Ireland, and others. In this productive scheme, the only genuinely sustainable, the demand
for electricity falls precipitously.

Higher up, the current Chilean model includes undesirable socio-economic effects, concentrating
sharply wealth and spreading poverty: the 20% richest in our country earn 62.2% of its wealth, while
the 20% poorest earn only 3%, which explains why companies which exploit natural resources
possess the major part of profits in our country. In other words, we destroy rivers and basins to
generate energy and to exploit the environment even more, all to make a minority wealthier. This is not
fair, sustainable, nor intelligent.

As can be seen, the theme of the dams in Aysen takes us to the heart of the great economic, social,
and environmental problems affecting our country. Endesa would want us to see their project as
something isolated from these larger themes, something strictly "energetic" and something taking
place far away in the extreme south of our country, affecting only the inhabitants of these territories,
but many of us see clearly that this project occupies a central place in Chile´s " Pandora´s Box", which
is the development model in which we have been stuck since the Spanish arrived in this isolated
territory. We have to be capable of opening it.

Endesa´s Aysen project offers us the opportunity to do this, beginning by proving that the local impact
of the construction of large dams, our energy policy, and the economic model comprise a complex unit
which should be analyzed, evaluated, and from our point of view, reoriented completely.


