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In recent years there has been an increased interest in issues of land grabs – a term with pejorative 
connotations for purchases of large tracts of land across international borders, undertaken by 
governments or organisations. This is reflected in both the popular press (e.g. Pierce, 2012) as well 
as in academia (e.g. as reviewed in Fairhead and Leach, 2012). Conservation is an important part of 
this. Firstly, as both Pierce (2012) and Fairhead and Leach (2012) note, large scale international land 
purchases for biodiversity conservation, alongside other environmentally minded land purchases 
such as those for biofuel production or carbon sequestration, can be considered as land grabs (for 
case studies, see the special issue of the Journal of Peasant Studies from 2012). These have profound 
ethical, social, and environmental implications. Secondly, land grabs for other purposes, such as food 
production, have important consequences for biodiversity and for conservation. This paper analyses 
the experience of large scale land purchases in Chile, both for conservation and for other purposes, 
and explores some of the social and environmental implications. It begins by setting the context of 
Chilean environmental regulation before exploring trends in large scale land purchases for 
conservation, firstly by individual philanthropists and then by corporations. It then considers the 
case of large scale land purchases for other purposes which were beneficial to conservation, and 
others which were detrimental. It then concludes by evaluating the overall contribution of large 
scale land purchases to biodiversity conservation, and the future potential of recent developments. 
 
When considering large scale international land purchases in Chile, it is important to recognise 
Chile’s widely recognised position as one of the first countries to take a strongly neoliberal approach 
to politics and the national economy. From the early years of the Pinochet dictatorship (1973-90), 
the Chilean state has been substantially rolled back, except where it has been rolled out to facilitate 
new markets in areas previously considered as the domain of the state (e.g. water provision and 
consumption – see Budds, 2004). Private property rights have been very strong, and governments 
have been extremely wary in taking any action that would appear to undermine these, lest they 
deter foreign investment, particularly in the primary industries (mining, forestry, agriculture, 
fisheries) seen as the key to national development (). This pro-foreign investment tendency extends 
to the environment and government environmental regulation, which was first neutered during the 
Pinochet era, and then subsequently enacted in a way which was explicitly designed to support 
market exports in natural resources, rather than to regulate markets (Tecklin et al, 2011). A 
consequence of this has been several large environmental scandals which have resulted directly 
from lax regulation (Sepulveda and Villaroel, 2012).  
 
Chile has high levels of endemism, due to its relative biogeography isolation, isolated from the rest 
of South America by the Atacama to the north and the Andes to the East, yet this biodiversity is 
under threat (Myers et al, 2000, Olson and Dinerstein, 1998). This is not only from weak 
environmental regulation and from an economy which is highly focused on primary products, but 
also because the political suppression of the Pinochet era has left a weak and fragmented civil 
society and environmental movement which is unable to provide substantial political pressure in 
favour of the environment (Carruthers, 2001), although this may be changing (Sepulveda and 
Villaroel, 2012). It could be argued that this, combined with Chile’s neoliberal outlook and lax 
environmental regulation, creates an environment which favours private action for conservation 
(e.g. private protected areas) rather than civil society or broad political movements as a tool for 
protecting the environment. Primary threats to biodiversity are habitat loss to agriculture in the 
central regions and to commercial forestry and exotic tree plantations in the temperate ecoregion. 



Public rotected areas cover a substantial proportion of Chile (18%), yet 84% of this area is in the two 
southernmost provinces, and protects high mountain, ice caps, and other areas of relatively low 
importance (Pliscoff and Fuentes-Castillo, 2011). Biodiversity loss is of great concern for Chile, given 
that it has high endemism, high levels of threats, but doesn’t have the infrastructure to adequately 
protect it.  
 
Large scale individual land purchases for conservation in Chile.  
 
Assessing large scale land purchases for conservation is difficult, as at present there is no legal status 
for private protected areas in Chile, with the exception of the recently created Conservation 
Easement Right (see below). Consequently, official statistics on private conservation are absent, and 
no Chilean private protected areas are currently recognised within the World Database on Protected 
Areas. To counter this, this study draws on several sources of data. Firstly, a 2005 census by the 
Chilean NGO CODEFF identified 291 private protected areas, covering a total of 1,391,2410.52 
hectares (Maldonado and Faundez, 2005 – there have been some concerns that the barrier as to 
what constitutes a protected area in this census may have been set too low, and that some, 
particularly the smaller projects, may not make the IUCN standard (see Dudley, 2008)). This census 
was based on word of mouth knowledge of projects stemming from the experiences of Codeff’s staff 
and that of their contacts, as well as press reports and the experience of two GEF projects aimed at 
encouraging private land conservation in the temperate region of Chile. Secondly, I updated the data 
within the Codeff census using internet searches of key terms related to private conservation in 
Chile. Thirdly, I sought to interview all possible owners or managers of all protected areas in Chile’s 
southernmost 4 provinces, using contact details from the Codeff study and from internet searches, 
in addition to additional contact details gained from snowballing from previous interviewees. In 
total, I conducted 47 semi-structured interviews between June and December 2011. Of these 
interviewees, 7 represented public sector bodies, companies or NGOs with an interest in private 
conservation. The remaining interviewees were either owners of private protected areas, or who 
were interviewed as the representative of an individual, corporation or organisation that owned 
private protected areas (although some of these owners/representatives were also involved in civil 
society campaigns). Overall, the owners interviewed had a total of 27 private protected areas, and 
the representatives spoke for a further 20 areas. These areas ranged from a few dozen hectares to 
over 300,000. I also attended a number of events, such as a workshop on private protected areas 
put on by a GEF facility, and a campaign launch by conservationists hosted by the Chilean 
parliament.  

Overall, I was able to count the existence of 315 private and community protected areas, covering 
some 1,604,195 hectares, or 2.12% of Chile’s total land surface area. This coverage is highly skewed 
– the largest 10 properties cover 1,299,322 hectares (81% of total area under private or community 
protection), and the 49 properties with an area greater than 1,000 hectares cover 1,572,639 
hectares (98% of total area under private or community protection).  

The best known case of large scale purchases for conservation are those made by Douglas Tompkins 
and the foundations he has created and which he funds. Tompkins was a successful entrepreneur, 
starting two well known companies (The North Face and Esprit) but upon selling his stakes in 1990, 
he began purchasing land in southern Chile to operate as a private protected area, seeing himself as 
part of a long tradition of land purchases for conservation philanthropy in the US (interview with Kris 
Tompkins, November, 2011 – see Fortwangler, 2007, for an exploration of the legacy of similar 
purchases within the US). By 1994, he had purchased some 270,000 hectares to create Pumalin Park 
at the cost of approximately US$25 million (Nelson and Geisse, 2001). The project generated 
substantial controversy within Chile for several reasons. Firstly, the property stretched from the 
Argentine border to the Pacific, effectively cutting the country in two, and so it was seen as a threat 
to sovereignty. Secondly, Tompkins was very outspoken in critiquing the environmental effects of 



primary industry in Chile, particularly forestry and salmon farming, which clashed with dominant 
discourses of national progress and development. Thirdly, conservation philanthropy was relatively 
new to Chile, and so his motives were misunderstood and questioned, with various theories openly 
circulating that he was creating a nuclear waste dump, a secret gold mine, a new Jewish state, or an 
advance front for a CIA backed coup (see ). Finally, Tompkins was accused of coercing small peasant 
farmers who owned land in the area to sell out, and of not addressing the rights of farmers who had 
long farmed land he purchased but who lacked legal title (op. cit.). The controversy was such that 
the Chilean government forced Tompkins to sign an accord in July of 1997, agreeing to greatly limit 
any further land purchases in Chile, amongst other commitments. As Nelson and Geisse (2001) note, 
this is highly unusual in a country that prides itself on its respect for law and its friendly conditions 
for foreign investors, and contrasts greatly with the support given to foreign land purchases for 
agriculture, forestry, or hydro-electric power generation. This accord prevented Tompkins from 
purchasing a 34,000 hectare property owned by the Catholic University of Valparaiso that would 
make the two segments of Pumalin contiguous, although ironically, this property now forms the 
Huinay reserve (see below). This was eventually lifted, and Tompkins has expanded his work in Chile, 
relocating his foundations’ head offices there from California, purchasing several more large 
properties in the far south and donating some of these to the Chilean state under the proviso that 
they turn them into national parks. To date, he and his foundations have purchased some 634, 622 
hectares for conservation, of which 76,700 have been donated to the state. Tompkins has purchased 
a similar extent in Argentina. His large scale land purchases have seen him accused of being a land-
grabber (Pierce, 2012). 

 
There have been further examples of philanthropic large scale land purchases for conservation 
through two well known Chilean businessmen. Firstly, Gabriel Ruiz-Tagle, real estate entrepreneur 
and current Minister for Sport, purchased a 13,000 hectare property in the temperate region of Chile 
in 1997, to serve as a family retreat as well as a conservation project, albeit one with limited public 
access. A second is billionaire Sebastian Piñera, part owner of Chile’s national airline LAN who made 
his first fortune through introducing credit cards to Latin America, who is currently Chile’s president. 
His philanthropic foundation (Fundación Futuro) largely deals with issues of culture and education, 
but in 2005 it purchased a 180,000 hectare property at Tantauco, at the southern end of Chiloé 
island in northern Patagonia, to operate as a private national park. Like Pumalin, it charges no 
entrance fee, and cost of maintenance come from the largess of its owner. This project has 
generated some conflicts with local communities who feel it restricts their livelihood options, as well 
as with Mapuche indigenous communities who claim the property as their ancestral land (Meza, 
2009). As a sign of Chilean political society’s rapprochement with the Tompkins, Piñera openly cited 
Pumalin as the inspiration for Tantauco, and Mrs Tompkins was invited to attend Tantauco’s 
opening.  
 
The above examples show large scale land purchases by individuals which are clearly dedicated 
exclusively to conservation philanthropy. In addition to this, recent years have seen other large scale 
purchases by wealthy individuals whose purposes are unclear, of which conservation may be an 
element. These purchases are not included in the statistics mentioned above. There are various 
reports of large scale purchases being made by wealthy Chileans in Patagonia in the last few years, 
of up to 36,000 hectares in size (Burgos, 2009, De la Fuente, 2010, Garcia Jimenez, 2012, Lopez, 
2012, San Cristobal, 2012). A number of interviewees commented on the rise of a “fashion” for 
private land purchases in Patagonia in recent years, particularly as Chileans repatriate their wealth 
following the global economic downturn and declining investment prospects abroad, and a number 
of real estate brokerages have been established to take advantage of the burgeoning market for 
individual purchase of private land in Patagonia. Land prices in the region have risen by 20% annually 
since 2005 (Jose Tapia and Muñoz, 2012), driven by an advancing resource frontier, particularly in 
hydro-electricity investment and forestry. It is unclear to what extent these purchases are driven by 



property speculation, by a desire to create a family retreat, or to create a conservation project. 
Interviews with brokers indicated that the former two appeared to be much greater priorities than 
the latter for clients, and apart from Tompkins, Ruiz-Tagle and Piñera, no large scale purchasers of 
land in Patagonia have made public long-term commitments to conservation. Whilst there is no sign 
that such large scale individual land purchases are bad for conservation (there is no evidence that 
they are converting native forestry, for example), at least in the short term, there is no long term 
commitment to continuing such environmentally benign activities, with the exception of a 
government sponsored project to breed endangered Huemul deer (Hippocamelus bisulcus) within 
the 36,000 hectare property of Andronico Luksic (Chile’s richest man). 
 

Large scale corporate/organisational purchases for conservation 

A second category of large scale purchases for conservation are those made by corporations and 
other organisations. In some of these, conservation is seen as an opportunity to do business, and 
vice versa. The first example of these is Patagonia Sur, a business established in 2007 by Warren 
Adams, an American IT entrepreneur, alongside leading Chilean lawyers which owns 25,000 hectares 
across 6 properties in Chilean Patagonia. The company’s motto is “for-profit conservationists” and 
they aim to generate income from their properties through three streams – high end ecotourism for 
Chilean and international visitors, limited real estate developments to market as second homes, and 
carbon offsets resulting from reforesting their properties with native tree species (at present, they 
have contracts to offset the activities of Colgate University in the US, and Land Rover’s dealerships in 
Chile). Patagonia Sur very explicitly links its conservation goals with its business goals and profit 
seeking. Its website asserts that the company “presents an innovative business model that merges 
conservation and capitalism seamlessly and symbiotically” (www.patagoniasur.com, accessed 15th 
February, 2013). The model claims that the profit motive allows them to attract greater investment 
than other models for conservation - “in place of donating a million dollars to a good cause, and the 
donor receiving a tax deduction, we put the investors money to good use, and in 10 years, give them 
back two million dollars” (Warren Adams, quoted in San Cristobal, 2012) - “Our capitalism-
conservation is absolutely protecting places that wouldn't be protected otherwise” (Warren Adams, 
quoted in Pitts, 2012). Other reserves have been created for tourism include The Cliffs Preserve 
(7,000 hectares on the coast of northern Patagonia, targeting the extremely wealthy) and Huilo 
Huilo, a 60,000 hectare property in Chile’s temperate Lake District which was formerly used for 
logging until the owners decided it would be more profitable to dedicate to conservation, tourism, 
and limited real estate development.  
 
Southern Chile has also experienced the creation of private protected areas by companies which do 
not seek to generate profit. There are several forest reserves of between 120 and 3200 hectares 
created by forestry companies as part of their attempts to get sustainable forestry certification. The 
34,000 hectare Huinay property, which separates the two halves of Tompkins’ Pumalin park, was 
originally owned by the Catholic University of Valparaiso, but was sold to Chilean electricity company 
Enersis in 1998 (later subsumed into the Spanish/Italian Enel group). Some commentators argue that 
this purchase was to facilitate the creation of a long distance power line connecting proposed 
massive hydroelectricity projects in the far south to the populated regions of central Chile (such a 
line would also have to pass through Pumalin – the agreement signed between Tompkins and the 
Chilean government in 1997 binds Tompkins into allowing infrastructure developments of national 
importance on his land).  A day after the purchase, the property was transferred to the Huinay 
Foundation (5 of the 7 board members of which work of Endesa, and 2 for the university), to be used 
for conservation and research. Interestingly, although Tompkins is publicly highly critical of Endesa 
and their plans for hydroelectricity developments, at a local level there is a high degree of 
collaboration and cooperation between the staff at Pumalin and Huinay, based on a shared sense of 



purpose. Indeed, some senior scientists at Huinay previously conducted research for Tompkins. 
Some other properties of up to 2200 hectares are owned by Chilean universities to be used for 
conservation and research.  
 
It is worth noting that private community initiatives go far beyond wealthy philanthropists and 

corporations, although these are often missed in discussions over larger and more controversial 

areas. There are many middle class families who have purchased properties of between 10 and 2000 

hectares for conservation and for family recreation. In some cases, up to 40 individuals have formed 

cooperatives to purchase and maintain properties for conservation (e.g. the 850 hectare Ahuenco 

property on the island of Chiloé in northern Patagonia). Indigenous communities have started to 

declare parts of their lands as protected area (e.g. the 60,000 hectare collection of Huilliche 

territories at Mapu Lahual, on the coast of Chile’s temperate region) (McAlpin, 2008). This is partly 

out of a desire to conserve, but it is also a strategy for cultural and economic autonomy, through 

stronger property rights and income through ecotourism. Whilst they have worked with NGOs such 

as WWF in creating these parks, they are a clear that it is an indigenous vision of conservation. A 

similar strategy has been pursued by an indigenous community of Huasco Alto in the Atacama in the 

far north of Chile, who have declared 109,000 hectares as a community protected area in order to 

strengthen their claims to community land. Such strategies are a reaction to a long history of laws 

restricting community and indigenous ownership of land, not least Pinochet era laws which forced 

parcelisation and individual ownership of common land. 

The conservation impacts of other large scale land purchases 

Whilst data on land purchase statistics are difficult to come by, there was a clear consensus amongst 

interviewees that southern Chile is a resource frontier, particularly for investments in forestry and 

hydroelectricity, and this is reflected in the 20% annual increases in average land price across the 

province of Aysen. Somewhat counter-intuitively, some of these investments have resulted in being 

fortuitous for conservation. Firstly, the US forestry company invested US$26 million in 1994 to 

purchase a large area of southern beech (Nothofagus sp.) forest on Tierra del Fuego, to use for 

quality timber production. The project resulted in widespread opposition to the project based on the 

environmental impacts of the project and because it was an outside company receiving the benefits 

(Klepeis and Laris, 2006, Saavedra, 2011). The logistical challenges of working in Tierra del Fuego 

were too much, and the project went bankrupt in 2002 (although it continued on the Argentinean 

side of Tierra del Fuego), and the property inherited by Goldman Sachs as creditors. GS donated the 

property to the New York-based Wildlife Conservation Society to form the 272,000 hectare 

Karukinka Natural Park, and provided a US$1.5 million cash donation to seed a trust fund for the 

property, supplemented by a US$6.6 million personal donation from GS chairman Hank Paulson. 

Karukinka aims to be self-financing through the trust fund and carbon credits created by protecting 

the area’s peat bogs. Given concerns about foreign ownership of land and the social impacts of such 

a protected area, WCS were careful to consult widely with national government and with local 

communities, and set up an advisory council made up predominantly of Chileans for Karukinka “in 

order to create a strong sense of the Chilean-ness of the project..... in order to address the issue of it 

being owned by an organisation that wasn’t predominantly Chilean” (interview, WCS president Kent 

Redford, 2011). A second example is the Valdivian Coastal Reserve, in Chile’s temperate region. This 

60,000 hectare reserve was originally owned by a cellulose company which was substituting native 

forests for eucalyptus plantations, but which went bankrupt. A coalition of NGOs including WWF, 



The Nature Conservancy and Conservation International grouped together to purchase the property 

and to create the reserve, which is administered by TNC (Fishbein, 2010). The reserve is to be funded 

in part by a trust fund created by the sale of the existing eucalyptus plantations on the property, 

which cover nearly 10% of the property. The creation of the reserve created tensions amongst local 

communities fearful of the economic impact of the end of forestry operations. Both the case of the 

Valdivian Coastal Reserve and Karukinka represent an example where the failure of the resource 

frontier and the resulting bankruptcy process has proved beneficial to conservation by creating the 

opportunity for new and large protected areas. 

 
Other large scale land purchases may be detrimental to conservation. Firstly, the development of 
the very large HidroAysen project, an Endesa-led proposal to create 5 dams in southern Patagonia to 
generate 2.7 giga-watts of power which will be transferred several thousand miles to the north to 
power the major cities and the mining industry, has become a major controversy in recent years, 
sparking widespread protests throughout Chile. Opposition to the dams is predominantly based on 
opposition to the disruption to large and untrammelled rivers and threats to Patagonia as a 
wilderness, to the expense and risk of failure of the project, and to the idea that southern Chile 
should be harmed to supply electricity to the power-hungry city and mines of the north. Rather than 
Patagonia’s economy being based on extraction, opposition often proposes that it should be based 
on ecotourism. The environmental part of this debate has hinged on ideas of wilderness aesthetics 
rather than biodiversity per se. Secondly, whilst large forestry companies have all committed to 
stopping the substitution of native forests for plantations of exotic species as part of their 
sustainability certification, there is substantial evidence that this practice has been continuing (e.g. 
Forestales, 2012). Thirdly, whilst the trend for large scale land purchases has resulted in increasing 
land prices and large scale purchases for property price speculation which may not be harmful for 
biodiversity, as discussed above, the rising prices does limit the opportunities for conservation 
minded individuals or organisations to make large purchases, as was possible in the past. 
 

The overall impacts of large scale land purchases on biodiversity and society 

Whilst land purchases for conservation in the form of private protected areas are varied in Chile, 
they are dominated in terms of area by large philanthropic projects and properties owned by NGOs, 
and to a lesser extent by ecotourism businesses. Whilst private protected areas cover 2.12% of Chile, 
dwarfed by state protected areas (19%), they do make an important addition. Pliscoff and Fuentes-
Castillo’s (2011) analysis, based on the data provided by the 2005 Codeff survey, shows that private 
areas tend to protect different biomes to state areas. Whilst 84% of the area protected by the state 
is in the far south, and tends to protect areas under little threat because of topography (e.g. fjords, 
ice caps), private protected areas protect more land than state protected areas in the three 
vegetation formations suffering from the highest levels of vegetation conversion (the 
schlerophyllous forest, or matorral, of Chile’s central Mediterranean region, and the deciduous and 
broad-leafed forest of the temperate region). In other words, private areas are tending to protecting 
biomes which the state does not protect, and these are the most threatened biomes, and that the 
contribution of large scale land purchases for conservation belies the fact that they are only just over 
2% of Chile. The limit to this is that the Mediterranean region remains under-protected and highly 
threatened despite this, and that the nature of property rights means that a private solution to 
marine protection remains unforeseeable. Furthermore, increases in land prices are limiting the 
potential for further conservation related purchases. 
 
The complimentarity of the state and private systems is not a result of planning or co-ordination, but 
rather a serendipitous result. State protection has traditionally focused on areas which, by virtue of 



their gradient, altitude, or location, have few competing land uses. There has been no coordination 
between different private actors purchasing land for conservation, nor between private actors and 
the state. When selecting land to purchase for private reserves, the biodiversity of the area was only 
one of several factors, and in many cases a minor factor. Availability, price, investment opportunity, 
and aesthetic criteria are all important. For example, whilst much investment occurs in the 
temperate region because of the price and investment opportunities available there, it is also in part 
aesthetic and cultural – most Chileans live in the central Mediterranean regions, but holiday in the 
temperate regions, with its green forests, blue rivers and lakes, and spectacular volcanoes. The only 
two properties which are an exception to this is the Valdivian Coastal Reserve, which WWF decided 
upon as a priority area for purchasing for conservation following a detailed gap analysis,  
 and the Tompkins’ Chacabuco property, which they selected in part in order to form a corridor 
between two state reserves. In both cases, conservationists had to wait for the right serendipitous 
economic circumstances in order to make their purchases. 
 
Private protected areas demonstrate a mixed ability to actually successfully conserve. Whilst the 
larger areas have sufficient resources for staff and infrastructure, smaller areas may lack expertise or 
resources. In the case of areas owned by middle class families, any commercial activity tends to be 
small scale and insufficient to cover all costs, making them vulnerable to economic shocks, and these 
owners may lack sufficient knowledge of conservation biology, property law, or government 
environmental policy to fully protect the biodiversity on their property. One potential solution to this 
is the creation in 2010 of Asi Conserva Chile, a gremial association to coordinate and promote 
private protected areas, which allow them to share expertise. Its members include a diverse range of 
actors (indigenous communities, companies, wealthy philanthropists) who are often in conflict over 
other issues. 
  
Despite their extent, Chile does not yet legally recognise private protected areas. The Environmental 
Framework Law of 1994, which is the main environmental law from which others derive, sets outs 
the intention to recognise and encourage private conservation initiatives, yet in the intervening 19 
years, this has not been enacted. Interviewees argued that this was a combination of the low priority 
for conservation in Chile and the controversy over the Tompkins purchases which made private 
conservation a toxic political issue. In this sense, it could be argued that private conservation efforts 
have backfired slightly. Some progress towards state recognition and incentives was made in 2012 
with the creation of the Real Easement Right, an initiative spearheaded by TNC to bring US-style 
conservation easements to Chile, albeit currently without any tax benefits (see Tepper and Alonso, 
2010). TNC have had considerable success in the US with easements, and they say it as a potential 
conservation tool in the Mediterranean ecoregion, where land is expensive, is subject to 
considerable pressure from agriculture, and where ownership is highly fragmented, making the 
creation of large public or private protected areas difficult. It would also allow perpetual 
commitments to conservation to be made in private protected areas which may be economically 
vulnerable, or where the current owners are concerned for the fate of the property should they die 
or have to sell.  
 
Land purchases for conservation have a mixed record of social impacts. Rural communities 
surrounding some areas (Valdivian Coastal Reserve, Tantauco, Karukinka Natural Reserve, and the 
properties of Andronico Luksic) have expressed concern over the negative economic impact of 
conservation as compared to other potential uses, such as forestry. More seriously, some areas 
(Huinay, Pumalin) have been in conflict with peasant farmers who farmed the land for generations 
(since the government in the 1930s encourage the settlement of these regions) but who have lacked 
proper documentation of their property rights. Likewise, indigenous communities have argued that 
some large private protected areas (Tantauco) occupy land which is traditionally theirs, and which 
should be restored to them. However, as Meza (2009) notes, such conflicts are also present in state 



protected areas, and indigenous communities are also in (sometimes violent) conflict with other 
types of rural land use, such as forest exploration. More positively, some private protected areas 
(Ahuenco, The Cliffs Preserve) have signed formal agreements with local fishing communities 
guaranteeing them access to their foreshore. The creation of community and indigenous protected 
areas have been used as a tool for strengthening indigenous and commons property rights which 
have been eroded over centuries, particularly during the implementation of neoliberal economic 
policies in Chile. 
 

It is difficult to see whether these cases represent a land grab. Firstly, there have been some large 

purchases by foreigners (e.g. TNC, Tompkins, WCS) although in each of these cases there is a 

substantial level of local control – the directors of each property are Chileans, WCS have a Chilean 

dominated advisory council, and Tompkins has relocated the headquarters of his NGOs from the US 

to Chile, hispanicising them by renaming one Conservacion Patagonica from The Patagonia Land 

Trust. It is worth considering that other major industrial land owners are foreign dominated (e.g. 

Endesa). Secondly, whilst land grabbing is often defined as crossing international boundaries, a 

strong tendency in Chile is the purchase of Patagonian land by residents of central Chile, as a kind of 

internal colonisation. Thirdly, as much as people are willing to purchase land for conservation, there 

are landowners struggling to earn a living from farming who are willing sellers. Finally, at least with 

community and indigenous protected areas, land rights are strengthened.  
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