






and use the signal of water levels to know 
when to feed and reproduce, so if it’s chang-
ing daily, it’s unpredictable.”

The wetland areas are also an important 
source of � sh food—terrestrial debris—that 
would be lost if the forests are disconnected 
from the water by arti� cial � oods and dams. 
“All our � sh are benthos feeders, and they 
need large, woody debris. There’s no infor-
mation on these impacts in the EIA,” Habit 
says. She’s also concerned about how new 
roads and commercial development could 
affect unique � sh species including, in the 
Yulton and Meullin lakes, the site of the pro-
posed XSTRATA dam, a genetically distinct 
Galaxias platei species of primitive � sh.

XSTRATA maintains that it has voluntar-
ily set operating restrictions for its Cuervo 
plant to minimize the environmental dam-
age from hydropeaking. “By maintaining 
variations within ranges that occur naturally 
in the existing banks, the company aims to 
limit the potential impact on the bank envi-
ronment.” Nuñez says that simulations indi-
cate that the hydropeaking variations “will 
be achieved with similar minimum and max-
imum levels to the current lake system.” 

The Baker River is the most important 
river to protect, according to Habit, because 
of a historical quirk that has infused the sys-
tem with uniquely rich biodiversity. Dur-
ing the last glacial period, 10,000 to 20,000 
years ago, the river reversed direction, now 
� owing to the Paci� c rather than the Atlan-
tic. It contains “a unique population of � sh 
that are endemic to Argentina,” such as a 
diplomystes of a primitive cat� sh genus and 
Odontesthes hatcheri (silverside), a type of 
atheriniform, Habit says: “It seems crazy 
to me to make such a big alteration to such 
pristine ecosystems.”

HidroAysén says it will replant trees 
elsewhere that are lost in its dam-building 
and “create an 11,560-hectare conserva-
tion area to safeguard the ecosystem and 
species.” XSTRATA is also planning what 
it describes as “one of the most ambitious 
programs of reforestation with native spe-
cies in Chile’s history,” to plant trees in parts 
of Patagonia that were burned by � res in the 
� rst half of the 20th century. 

Nuñez, the company’s environmental 
manager, also points out the greenhouse-
gas bene� ts of hydro- versus fossil fuel–
derived energy: “Energía Austral will have 

the capacity to displace from Chile’s Central 
Interconnected System a total of 2.7 million 
tons of CO2/year.” HidroAysén has prom-
ised Patagonians an economic windfall if 
dams go forward: a reliable, cheap source 
of energy for the future. 

Hartmann, standing under the three wind 
turbines that power the town of Coyhaique, 
says he’s skeptical. “The same thing was prom-
ised for the people of Biobío before their dam 
was built; now they have the most expensive 
energy in the country,” he says. “This project 
is not something to bene� t the people of Chile; 

it is to make a few private companies rich at 
the expense of our shared environment.”

And it is perhaps this more than any-
thing that lies at the heart of the standoff. 
Those against the megadam projects do not 
feel that the cause to which they are being 
asked to sacri� ce their shared environment 
is worth it. Most of the energy generated, 
they claim, will be used for privately owned 
mining concessions, which include Barrick 
Gold’s environmentally controversial large 
new mine at Pascua-Llama, and not for 
Chilean households.

Thousands took to the streets of Chile’s 
cities last month, from Coyhaique to 
Santiago, protesting the dams. Their num-
bers were swelled by those opposed to recent 
public attempts by HidroAysén to pressure 
the government into fast-tracking approval 
for the projects. The company’s projected 
costs are now pegged at $7 billion. Thanks 
to another delay in the schedule requested 
by HidroAysén last month, the govern-
ment will have until the end of the year to 
accept or reject the projects outright—or ask 
more questions.

Many believe that the decision ulti-
mately rests with the conservative billion-
aire president, Sebastián Piñera, who may 
be as personally divided as his electorate. 
He is both a conservationist and a supporter 
of large private-enterprise projects like 
these. If the dams get the go-ahead, elec-
tricity production could begin as early as 
2015; if not, Chile will be one of the few 
developing countries to choose to protect 
its natural environment over short-term 
� nancial gain. 

–GAIA VINCE

Gaia Vince writes on environmental issues in the devel-
oping world at wanderinggaia.com.
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Disruptive � ow. Biologist Evelyn Habit fears that 
“hydropeaking” would devastate � sh populations.

Vanishing. Large areas of unstudied ancient 
peat bog would be � ooded by proposed dams.
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